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This study is a multifaceted attempt to complicate ideas about study, to think about the critical 
potential and social implications of certain kinds of stories, and how we might effectively disrupt 
and reinvent notions and techniques of critique and resistance in the names of hope and social 
transformation. It looks at the creative practices of Jazz musician and other-worldly being Sun Ra, 
the dual philosophies of “Ikonoklast Panzerism” and “Gothic Futurism” of an artist known as 
Rammellzee, and the concept-engineering of theorist and artist Kodwo Eshun, in an attempt to 
think through how radically unconventional forms of study might make knowledge claims and pose 
questions that can challenge and perhaps even disrupt dominant epistemological frameworks. At 
the most general level, this inquiry is animated by a concern with the lack of invention and 




To be a student in a course conducted by Dr. Susan Buck-Morss is to be given a rare chance 
to study in a way that is both unusually liberated and liberating, and therefore intensely engaging. 
The curiosity, open-mindedness, generosity, delight, care, and genuine urgency that Dr. Buck-
Morss brings to her studies and students is deeply inspiring, as is her anti-dictatorial and 
constructive approach to teaching, which ensures that a seminar feels more like a process of 
discovery than a foregone conclusion to be arrived at. Amongst the many valuable lessons and 
insights I have been so fortunate to be exposed to as one of  Dr. Buck-Morss’ students, I cherish 
and take with me the idea that canonized texts and revered thinkers are not to be treated as sources 
of universally true wisdom, but instead as open works with which to ask all manner of questions 
and think critically about what we tend not to question and why. I strive to model this kind of 
generative thinking and constructive exploration in my own work as a student and now also as a 
teacher. It is to Dr. Buck-Morss that I owe the courage and inspiration to write this thesis based 
mainly on intuition, speculation, and sentiment. To think and act in ways that are not determined by 
and that do not further structures and relations of control and domination is in my experience 
regrettably not as common in the university as we would like to imagine. Here is to cracking open 
and breaking down habits and thoughts that do not serve us. Here is to eternal study and 
engagement with the as-yet unknown, but also with what we already know but lack the courage to 
face.    
I also want to thank Dr. Alyson Cole for being so fiercely dedicated to meeting both the 
intellectual and social needs and desires of the students in the Political Science program. Dr. Cole 
is a tireless director whose energy and resolve has made being a student in this particular program a 
distinct pleasure. An always open door has made it easy to feel welcome and safe, so thank you, 
Dr. Cole, for maintaining such a welcoming and inspiring department. 
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INTRODUCTION 
§ 
One of the many wonderful exercises involved in Dr. Buck-Morss’ courses is to write what 
she has called “thought pieces,” which I have always understood as an invitation to share one’s 
(idiosyncratic) thoughts about a given thinker, text, or idea. More than being a welcome departure 
from some of the rather stifling, formal demands and constraints of a traditional academic research 
paper, these assignments have provided the challenge and opportunity to try out new and as-yet 
immature thoughts and ideas, pose more questions than one could hope to answer, be creative and 
experimental, and to dare stay with the work(s) at hand, instead of casting about for so many 
outside sources to bring light to already lit texts.  
This thesis has unfolded in the spirit of just such a thought-piece, and that means a couple 
of things: its subject matter is examined from an exploratory and speculative position rather than 
one of firm conviction; it plays with (folks who play with) form, genre, structure, concepts, 
language, and tone; it takes seriously some blatantly impossible claims (e.g., that a human can be 
from Saturn; that we have already reached the end of the world), and some dubious propositions 
(that the Roman alphabet has been subject to conspiratorial appropriation) to see where that leads; 
it brings together a number of differently oriented theories and concepts to discover what kinds of 
stories may be told based on their constellation; it tries to think through the dialectic of the 
particular and the universal, in an effort to learn if and to what extent particular claims can make 
universal appeals; it trusts that there are no singular stories, and that there are many tools with 
which to tell new ones; it moves in a mode of curiosity to think through what expanding commonly 
invoked theoretical toolkits can mean for social relations and politics, and for (forms of) study. 
Instead of a center, there are nodes. 
To claim exploration and speculation as the primary modes of engagement is also a way of 
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confessing to the preliminary and rather open-ended status of this project. Though the overall 
inquiry is undergirded by some admittedly longstanding questions and concerns about the promises 
and limitations of certain forms of critique and academic conduct, most of the thoughts and ideas 
presented here are in their early stages of formulation, and their scope is not yet clearly 
demarcated. This thesis, then, is considered more as an opportunity to test and to bring together 
different strains of practice and thought, than as an occasion to present a grand statement about a 
given subject matter. If the present study can yield new questions and conversations about how to 
facilitate more imaginative and constructive forms of knowledge production, and if it can help us 
figure out where we might anchor hope and source new ideas for the future present or the present 
future, as the case might be, that more than satisfies its aspirations.  
The following is a multifaceted attempt to complicate ideas about study, to think about the 
critical potential and social implications of certain kinds of stories, and how we might effectively 
disrupt and reinvent notions and techniques of critique and resistance in the names of hope and 
social transformation. By raising heaps of questions, some of them epistemological and others 
perhaps entirely epistemillogical, I also hope to invite a critical (re)examination of the methods of 
knowledge production we are most committed to, and what we count as proper or authoritative 
sources of knowledge. This latter part of the inquiry is an extension of one of the most vexing 
questions that I have confronted repeatedly as a student in a heavily Marxist and Western-oriented 
political science program; namely how and to what extent canonical frameworks and theories are 
and continue to be helpful for figuring out how to relate to the continuous stream of complicated 
social and political predicaments that confront us at every moment. If we mainly build our studies 
around such usual suspects as Aristotle, Kant, Hegel, Marx, Hobbes, Rousseau, Locke, Adorno, 
Heidegger, Weber, Arendt, and Foucault, what might we fail to pay attention to, and what 
challenges might we not be able to meet? As we try to make sense of and struggle in and for a 
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world that often makes no sense, how can we best confront, supplement, or change our cherished, 
familiar theories and practices, and where do we turn if existing frameworks fail to help us navigate 
a reality that is full of nerve wracking terror and contradictions, but that also surprises us with 
sudden bursts of actual progress, solidarity, and ineffable beauty? 
To wrestle with these and other related questions, we will move into some rather 
unconventional and experimental, yet deliberate and carefully orchestrated aesthetic spaces 
constituted by a couple of extra-ordinary artists and theoreticians. Hovering far outside the 
boundaries of the academy and the commonsensical, the imagined and sensuously conjured up 
worlds and suggested terms of engagement we will attend to, present several cognitive delights and 
epistemological challenges. In order of appearance, these are the thinkers who will anchor this 
study: Sun Ra (1914-1993), one of our protagonists, was a composer, musician, theoretician, and 
self-proclaimed other order of being, who often spoke in deliberately veiled terms about the world 
and (in)human relations, and it is almost an understatement to say that many of his musical 
compositions defy easy sonic legibility. Rammellzee (1960-2010), another protagonist, referred to 
himself as “The Equation.” Grounded in a dual philosophy of “Gothic Futurism” and “Ikonoklast 
Panzerism,” which he expressed both in intricate artifacts and in cryptic, convoluted manifestos, 
Rammellzee built an entire fictional universe, complete with a cast of characters and an army of 
militaristic equations and battle-ready “Letter Racers,” to convey his ideas about society and 
culture. The third and final character is the artist and theorist Kodwo Eshun. His More Brilliant 
Than the Sun (1998) is a work of self-described “sonic fiction” that reveals Eshun to be an inspired 
concept-creator and manipulator who writes in a seductively sensuous and mind-expanding style.1 
In a manner not unlike Walter Benjamin, Eshun has a way of letting the object of study guide his 
work. Instead of bringing an arsenal of pre-established ideas, categories, and frameworks to bear on 
 
1 Kodwo Eshun, More Brilliant Than the Sun: Adventures in Sonic Fiction, (London: Quartet Books, 1998). 
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the matter at hand – in this case music – Eshun enters study-mode on the material conditions of the 
object under examination and follows its prescribed logic. With Eshun, we will be able to think 
about how it is possible to study and to tell stories in a way that does not succumb to the 
institutional and epistemological strictures that being in the (increasingly) neoliberal university can 
present. Telling stories from within a university (Eshun lectures in Aural and Visual Culture at 
Goldsmiths in London) without being representative of it can perhaps be the best weapon against 
its most devastating individualist, careerist, and bibliometric tendencies.2 
Assuming the vantage points these thinkers grant us access to will allow us to reconsider 
what it can mean to study, and what doing critique in ways that embody play and a certain degree 
of opacity might imply. It also enables us to think differently about how it might be possible to 
generate forms of both affective and effective counter-production, or what Allan Sekula has called 
a “production against the grain,”3 in a world where powerful economic forces continuously (have 
to) try to domesticate any forms of resistance seen as threatening to a status quo where relations of 
domination and exploitation thrive best when those with a lot to gain from the current capitalist 
order are able to successfully recuperate would-be rebellious agitators whose representations of 
material culture cast it in a less than desirable light.  
What might happen, then, to concept-formation, theorizing, and study both within and 
outside of the university – a place I am so intensely drawn to and sometimes equally deeply 
 
2 Fred Moten and Stefano Harney have often discussed a concern with how it is possible to be a part of something 
(like the university) without becoming a product of it, in the sense of being able to struggle against its most 
undesirable features while maintaining residence in its institution. See for example their collectively authored and 
now quite commonly read The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning & Black Study, (New York: Minor 
Compositions, 2013). 
3 See Sekula’s seminal Photography Against the Grain: Essays and Photo Works, 1973-1983, (Press of the Nova 
Scotia College of Art and Design, 1984). Going against the grain is an idea that for Sekula pertains to the 
problematics of photographic representation. For a photography to go against the grain, it must reveal what it 
does not show, including the context and conditions of its production. Applying this dictum to theory seems 
crucially important for working through the ideological implications of what is not made visible , what stays 
outside of the frame, as we think about the uses and abuses of certain ideas, stories, and epistemological 
frameworks.  
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discouraged by – and what can generating ideas about alternative futures entail, if we bring into 
their purview some radially inventive thinkers whose forms of what I will call study and critique 
are rooted in something that goes well beyond most commonly referenced “means of semantic 
production,” to borrow a phrase from Fred Moten.4 This reach beyond the familiar is but one of the 
promising aspects of what Sun Ra, Rammellzee, and Eshun are up to; others include the ways in 
which they push back against conventional analytical negation, and how they manage to illustrate 
the facts of social relations while opening a space that allows us to see that things can be different.  
••• 
This is not a study of a black radical tradition or the particularities of black aesthetic, nor is 
it a study about the role of race in the creative practices of Sun Ra, Rammellzee, and Kodwo 
Eshun. Some folks might be alarmed about this deliberate omission since for Sun Ra, especially, 
being African-American affected both his music, his philosophy, and his cosmology. But, again, 
questions about how racial identity shapes expressive practice for black diasporic individuals 
(Eshun is British-Ghanaian and Rammellzee of mixed African-American-Italian heritage), and how 
such individuals may use uniquely black aesthetic strategies to maintain hope in the face of racial 
terror, or what from within the framework of Afro-Pessimism is conceived of as “social death,”5 is 
not the explicit purpose here. Instead of addressing a specifically black problem space, then, the 
stakes are pegged more directly to what we might think of as a generically human 
problem/possibility space.  
 
4 David Wallace, “Fred Moten’s Radical Critique of the Present,” The New Yorker, April 30, 2018. 
5 For a good introduction to the term, see Jared Sexton, “The Social Life of Social Death,” InTensions Journal, 
no. 5 (Fall/Winter 2011). According to Sexton, it was the sociologist Orlando Patterson who first developed the 
concept in his 1982 survey, Slavery and Social Death: A Comparative Study. Other Afro-pessimist scholars who 
rely on the concept include Frank B. Wilderson (see for example “Social Death and Narrative Aporia in 12 Years 
a Slave,” Black Camera 7, no. 1 (Fall 2015) and Saidiya Hartman (see for instance Scenes of Subjection: Terror, 
Slavery and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997). Very 
generally, these scholars understand “social death” as an ontological dilemma in the sense that black social death 
and black social life are one another’s flipside; to be declared dead by white anti-black society is the very 
condition of black social life.  
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I am also not studying every aspect of these guys’ artistic output or its development over 
time (this is not a biographical sketch) and how it sits in a broader socio-historical context; nor am 
I providing a discography of Sun Ra’s music (this is not a musicological study), or a catalogue of 
Rammellzee’s creative output, and Eshun’s More Brilliant is not summarized or analyzed. What I 
am much more interested in, and the reason for bringing these three thinkers together, is their 
original ways of studying and engaging the world, of imagining alternative realities, and the stories 
they tell to invoke such realities. By moving with and through these thinkers we are able to sort of 
clear the ground and get to a space where most familiar rules and restrictions are abandoned in 
favor of a form of serious play and meticulous engagement that aims less at a specific, 
preconceived outcome than a creation of a kind of surplus that cannot be easily contained, 
instrumentalized, recuperated, or folded into existing, dominant knowledge frameworks and sense-
making schemas. From here we will try to re-ask some profound epistemological questions and 
generate new conversations regarding the social implications of our (literal) terms of engagement, 
and the (r)evolutionary change we must keep struggling with and for. Bertolt Brecht once 
implored: “With the people struggling and changing reality before our eyes, we must not cling to 
‘tried’ rules of narrative, venerable literary models, eternal aesthetic laws . . . We shall use every 
means, old and new, tried and untried, derived from art and derived from other sources, to render 






6 Bertolt Brecht, “Popularity and Realism” [1938] in Theodor Adorno et al., Aesthetics and Politics, (New York 
& London:  Verso, 2010), 83-90.   
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I 
SUN RA: Myth-Scientist & Sonic Worlder 
 
 




Sun Ra (1914-1993), self-proclaimed extraterrestrial from Saturn, undertook a lifelong 
mission while in residence on planet Earth. He had something to tell us, and he spent nearly every 
waking moment delivering his message through music, performance, writing, and lecturing, 
effectively creating what amounted to a radical bid to revolutionize what he perceived as a 
misguided and unenlightened human condition. With Sun Ra, (r)evolution was not merely a future 
event that perhaps with time could be brought about; it saturated every facet of his artistic 
expression, which ranged from music, performance, hand-drawn album covers, and writing, to the 
glitzy costumes he and his accomplices donned both on and off stage, which paired ancient 
Egyptian regalia with an outer-space aesthetic.   
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Although (or perhaps rather because) it is difficult to pinpoint exactly what it is about the 
Sun Ra’s multifaceted practice, when listening to his words and music, and when looking at him 
and the way he conducted himself (gesticulation, dress, and the steady, seemingly non-ending 
stream of words he usually uttered when addressing his philosophy or musical practice), it is not 
hard to be convinced that he possessed a unique kind of insight or secret wisdom. In fact, Sun Ra’s 
power of persuasion and unwavering commitment to his ideas and beliefs makes not believing him 
and his bold, sometimes mind-blowingly bizarre claims, strangely challenging. And why not 
believe him? Why insist on the impossibility of certain ideas, why foreclose them on account of 
their supposed impracticability and non-sense? Why not take Sun Ra seriously when he claims to 
hail from Saturn, and to be “another order of being?”7 Why not take him at his word when he says 
that it is “already after the end of the world?”8 Do we have any compelling reasons for not going 
along with Sun Ra, however and to wherever he wants to take us, and if so, what are they, and what 
might they reveal about our cognitive habits and ideologies? At the end of the day, perhaps, 
whether we believe him or not is not really what is at stake when talking about Sun Ra. What 
seems much more important and interesting is the kinds of questions, social possibilities, and 
epistemillogical challenges and opportunities that open up through the space Sun Ra developed, by 
contributing wildly innovative ideas and music to an American jazz and a Space Age that saw the 
realization of hitherto only dreamt of forms of sonic and technological maneuvers. 
A lot has been written about Sun Ra and his Arkestra over the years by a now quite 
significant cadre of theorists, musicians, critics, and journalists. I am not pretending to do 
 
7 Sun Ra made this claim during one of his lectures at UC Berkeley where he was artist-in-residence in 1971, in 
the Department of Afro-American Studies. See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u98Co51cgCY and find the 
reading list and other information pertaining to the course Sun Ra taught here at this link: 
http://www.openculture.com/2014/07/full-lecture-and-reading-list-from-sun-ras-1971-uc-berkeley-course.html. 
On this site there is also a link to a student-recorded lecture by Sun Ra.  
8 John Coney, Space Is the Place, (USA: North American Star System, 1974). The movie can be streamed at 
UbuWeb: http://ubu.com/film/ra_space.html 
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something that has not been done before in the substantial literary production addressing Sun Ra, 
nor am I claiming to bring to light hitherto unexplored aspects of his practice. What I am trying to 
do here, is to recount some of the unusual philosophical, prophetic, spiritual, and playfully 
imaginary aspects of Sun Ra’s practice. These are fascinating in their own right, but they also help 




                     Fig. 2 - Sun Ra in sun cape. Image via Jam Base: https://www.jambase.com/article/sun-ra-lost-album.  
 
 
                    
 
                    Fig. 3 - Sun Ra, Space is the Place, 1974, soundtrack album cover. © Evidence Records. 
 
The impossible is the 
watchword of the greater 
space age. The space age 
cannot be avoided, and the 
space music is the key to 
understanding the meaning of 
the impossible and every 
other enigma. 
- Sun Ra 
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^^))((^^ 
It was perhaps in 1952, when he changed his name from Herman Poole Blount to Le Sony’r 
Ra, a.k.a Sun Ra, that the uniquely spacey mythos and cosmology really started coming into its 
own. But even before that literal assertion of self-determination and independent identity-
construction, Sun Ra seems to have been hard at work creating a realm apart from the Earthly. In 
fact, when looking at the arc of his highly prolific career, it almost seems as if he had been 
rehearsing this mythic persona for most of his life, spending every waking moment instantiating 
Sun Ra, a spiritual and mystifying figure and musician whose life and legacy is often read through 
his avant-garde jazz music and outré worldview. He did not present this view as a grand theory or 
thesis, instead it came to light through his music, performance, poetry, and (illegible) mystifying 
equations. These artistic practices were Sun Ra’s way of trying to elevate humanity beyond what 
he saw as stale and dispirited conceptions of life, trivial concerns with practicality, and blinding 
preoccupations with the phantasmagoria of materiality.  
Regardless of how we might perceive him, Sun Ra was a visionary composer, and 
indisputably one of the most spectacularly original musicians to have emerged from Alabama’s 
1930-40s swing era. His relentless productivity (he issued more than 100 full-length albums during 
his tenure on Earth) and constant musical rehearsals and performances were intrinsic to what he 
saw as his task, and his idiosyncratic approach to study and philosophy (he invented a field of 
knowledge he called “Myth-Science,” which we will return to in a later chapter), makes him an 
unusual, and an unusually fun, force to contend with.  
Duke Ellington wrote in his (unpublished) essay “The Race For Space” (~ 1957), a hopeful, 
utopian testimony in which he combines the unknown possibilities of space travel with the 
unknown possibilities for mankind: “We Americans, collectively and individually, [need] a new 
sound. A new sound of harmony, brotherly love, common respect, and consideration for the dignity 
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and freedom of men.” By observing and listening to Sun Ra’s music and unconventional ideas 
about the state of the world and humankind, it is possible to start imagining what such a new, 
universal sound might entail.9 
 
             
Fig. 4 - Sun Ra in space-adorned outfit. Courtesy of                    Fig. 5 – Sun Ra as the Egyptian Sun God Ra. Courtesy  
Getty Images.                                                                                 of Getty Images.  
 
()()() 
Maybe it was the out-of-body experience Sun Ra reported having had while a student at 
Alabama Agricultural and Mechanical University where he was enrolled in the teacher’s training 
course because, as he said, it allowed him to major in everything, that convinced him of his earthly 
mission, and cemented his transformation from Herman Poole Blount to Sun Ra – an assertive, 
prophesizing, self-proclaimed being of another order.10 Sun Ra’s biographer John F. Szwed records 
 
9 Ellington, Duke “The Race for Space,” in The Duke Ellington Reader, ed. Mark Tucker, (Mew York: Oxford 
University Press, 1993), 293-296.  
10 See the section “The Call’’ in John F. Szwed, Space Is the Place: The Lives and Times of Sun Ra (New York: 
Pantheon, 1997). 
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him relaying the experience like this:  
. . . These space men contacted me. They wanted me to go to outer space with them. They 
were looking for someone with that type of mind . . . and I call it transmolecularization, my 
whole body changed into something else. Then I landed on a planet I identified as Saturn. . . 
They wanted to talk with me, they had one little antenna on each ear. . . They told me to 
stop [teachers training] because there was going to be a lot of trouble in schools. There was 
going to be trouble in every part of life. . . They would teach me some things that when it 
looked like the world was going into complete chaos, when there was no hope for nothing, 
then I could speak, but not until then. I would speak, and the world would listen.11 
  
Sun Ra claimed to see something that most others did not see, and that he wanted to open our eyes 
and ears to. What did the space men, and by implication Sun Ra, know that we so urgently needed 
to become aware of? What message did he come to Earth from outer space to deliver, and why wait 
till the eleventh hour to deliver it? Why did Sun Ra insist on existing apart from the rest of us 
earthlings, and why, as we will see, did he claim to be from the future? Why, one might ask, should 
we care? 
)(())( 
One of Sun Ra’s many striking qualities, and what sets him apart from other major present 
and historical (black) revolutionaries, like for example civil rights leaders Malcolm X and Marcus 
Garvey, who preached Black Nationalism and Pan-Africanism respectively, is his non-
segregationist ideas of human uplift, and absolute refusal of the given. What Sun Ra was up to 
involved and was perhaps even contingent upon a rejection of all forms of earthly legislation and 
racial discrimination, so even if he was initially preoccupied with black liberation, and although he 
addressed a mainly black audience in his early broadsheet writings, composed, as John Corbett 
writes, in Chicago sometime in the 1950s, Sun Ra’s overarching concerns obviously implicated all 
 
11 Ibid., 88-89. Sun Ra allegedly wrote this experience down in his journal, which he destroyed after his 
roommates found, read, and ridiculed it. 
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of human civilization.12 The NAACP, for example, was too limited in its reach and vision, because, 
Sun Ra contended, “It does not mention white people who need advancement just as much as 
negroes.”13  
Instead of trying to negotiate on already suggested terms, and instead of asking for material 
concessions and reparations, Sun Ra went far above and beyond the earthly realm to craft his vision 
and propose his alternative. Demanding freedom and equality in this world at this time would lead 
nowhere, Sun Ra was convinced, and reform based on the ballot box or on scripture was beside the 
point and insufficiently (r)evolutionary.14 Indeed, Sun Ra detested what he saw as the effect of 
religion on the people around him, particularly his black sisters and brothers, namely a resigned 
acceptance of the status quo.15 Besides, the salvation doctrine of the Bible, with its deleterious 
promotion of sorrow, suffering, and shame as requisite for salvation, “is a scandal and a folly” as 
Sun Ra saw it; why follow the way of the cross when it is an “emblem of sorrow, suffering, and 
shame?”16 
Departing, or perhaps even denouncing planet Earth seems to have been a necessary 
foundation for Sun Ra’s radical project of human alteration:  
I myself am rising above . . . what they call liberty and equality . . . cause I have to judge a 
tree by the fruit . . . and I don’t like what I see . . . I want no part of it . . . I am not looking 
 
12 Many sources report that music was the primary means by which Sun Ra responded to the segregated 
American society of the mid-twentieth century. See for example Szwed, Corbett, and Paul Youngquist.  
13 Sun Ra, “What must negroes do to be saved,” in The Wisdom of Sun Ra: A Compilation of Sun Ra’s Polemical 
Broadsheets and Street Corner Leaflets, ed. John Corbett and Anthony Elms, (Chicago: WhiteWalls, 2006), 126-
128. Corbett reports that these texts were found in Chicago in 2000, in a folder titled “One of everything,” barely 
salvaged from being discarded.  
14 Sun Ra’s rejection of the given is explicit in all of his creative expressions, and he speaks about the 
insufficiency and irrelevance of earthly demands for freedom and equality in Robert Mugge’s documentary Sun 
Ra: A Joyful Noise, (New York: Rhapsody Films, 1980). The documentary includes on location recordings of 
Sun Ra and his band the Arkestra playing in Philadelphia, Baltimore, and Washington, D.C., between 1977-1980, 
as well as interviews, band rehearsal and improvisations. It can be streamed at https://youtu.be/3I46buUxltU  
15 Sun Ra rejected the church and its teachings entirely and argued that scripture was interpreted incorrectly by 
both laymen and clergy. See Val Vilmer, As Serious as Your Life: Black Music and the Free Jazz Revolution, 
1957-1977, (London: Serpent’s Tail, 2018), 103.  
16 Sun Ra, “Solution to the negro problem” in Corbett, The Wisdom of Sun Ra, 113-115. 
  14 
for liberty or equality, I am moving forward with my music, a universal language, 
expressing things of value, and if some people want to listen, they are welcome. I am just 
like the bird that sings . . .17 
 
Sun Ra’s radical anti-authoritarianism, his rejection to bend to the given worldly reality and 
doctrinaire science, religion, and epistemology, and to almost anything that was not of his own 
creation, was evident in almost every aspect of what he did, as well as in his lifelong insistence on 
an uncompromising form of self-determination that shaped and took shape across his entire 
creative output: his name change seems to have been about (re)creating himself in his own image, 
becoming outwardly what he saw himself as being and wanted others to see; his musical 
compositions did not obey any genre conventions or standards, but shaped and expanded ideas of 
what music could sound like; the visually and sonically spectacular performances he staged with 
his band, the famed “Arkestra,” which started forming in the early 1950s, departed drastically from 
orthodox stage- and jazz etiquette; his decision to issue most of his music through his own El 
Saturn record label was a rebellion against a music industry whose need for commercial success 
often resulted in a restriction of the creative control of musicians, and a concern with catering to a 
certain popular taste, but more than that, it was also a way to let us know that his music was from 
outer space.18 Word even has it that Sun Ra instituted his own circadian rhythm, which meant that 
he did not sleep during the night, or hardly ever. Instead, he reputedly had a habit of catnapping 
during rehearsals, while sitting at whatever instrument he happened to be taming on a given day; 
sleep, one can easily imagine Sun Ra would say, is for mere humans.  
 
17 Mugge, A Joyful Noise, 45:44. 
18 See the Sun Ra Music Archive website the section “Saturn/El Saturn history” at 
http://sunraarchive.webstarts.com/history_of_saturn_records.html. This website is a great resource for all things 
Sun Ra, including a catalog of all released music albums, an overview of videos and literature on Sun Ra, 
Arkestra members’ discographies, and information about and links to all audio recordings of Sun Ra’s speech and 
music. http://sunraarchive.webstarts.com/index.html. 
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Fig. 6 - The Arkestra in its current iteration. © Sibylle Zerr.           Fig. 7 – The Arkestra playing at Union Pool, NY,                                                                           
             2019. Photo by author.  
                                                                               
 
                                                       
  Fig. 8 – Sun Ra Arkestra album cover. © Juno records.                       Fig. 9 – Sun Ra Arkestra album cover. ©  
                  Juno records. 
 
^^^VVV^^^ 
Instead of attempting to rebuild a broken world using the master’s tools, and instead of 
appealing to the powers and authorities that be, Sun Ra wanted to institute an awakening of a 
spiritual sort, and that to his mind required un- and relearning how to perceive and appreciate 
beauty, primarily of the kind manifested through important cultural artifacts and social practices 
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like music, film, and art.19 It is through culture and art, Sun Ra insisted, that a strong human 
community can be built. Beauty, and learning how to think beautifully, he thought, has the power 
to transcend all forms of discord, including racial strife: “As a thing of beauty, art knows no color 
line. . .”20  
But for people on Earth to be able to realize their potential to act and be in the world 
differently, they had to be exposed to new advanced sounds, be open to new messages (from non-
traditional authorities), and be willing to let go of old habits and ways of thinking, Sun Ra 
maintained. In fact, one might say that his entire artistic practice was directed at facilitating what 
could be described as a rescoring of the human mind and sensory acuity. As Sun Ra asserted: “One 
day it will happen, [it] could be happening right now, that a voice from another dimension will 
speak to Earth, you might as well practice and be prepared for it!”21 And the kind of preparation 
and rescoring Sun Ra had in mind, he let us know, was not for the fainthearted:  
Man has to rise above himself . . . transcend himself. Because the way he is, he can only 
follow reproductions of ideas, because he’s just a reproduction himself . . . He did not come 
from the creative system . . . What I am determined to do is to cause man to create himself . 
. . Darwin didn’t have the complete picture . . . I’ve been talking about evolution too, but 
I’m spelling it e-v-e-r.22   
 
We are hardly there, then, we still have a long way to go to get to a properly evolved stage 
of self-determination and creativity, and for Sun Ra, self-(re)creation must start with a re-
cultivation of our spiritual constitution. Only thus can we hope to change the material one. And 
 
19 Sun Ra talks about the appreciation of beauty as a condition for human flourishing across many platforms, 
including writing and audio recordings. See for example “What America should consider” and “What negroes do 
to be saved” in Corbett, The Wisdom of Sun Ra, 65; 126-28. Sun Ra also speaks about the importance of the 
beauty found in certain forms of art and culture in various audio recordings. See, especially, the video series “Sun 
Ra Speaks,” available online. Some of these recordings are drawn from his lectures at Berkeley in 1971.  
20 Sun Ra, “What negroes do to be saved” in Corbett, The Wisdom of Sun Ra, 128. 
21 Sun Ra, in Mugge, A Joyful Noise, 3:43. 
22 Sun Ra, in Szwed, Space Is the Place, 14-15.  
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Sun Ra knew that he had his work cut out for him: 
I am talking about something that is so impossible, it can’t possibly be true. But it’s the 
only way the world’s gonna survive, this impossible thing. My job is to change five billion 
people to something else. Totally impossible. But everything that’s possible has been done 
by man . . . And when I deal with the impossible and am successful, it makes me feel good 
because I know that I’m not bullshittin’.23 
*^* 
(R)evolutionary sounds of “Alter-Destiny” (reverberations from outer space) 
If we want to follow Sun Ra to an altered stage of self-determination and creativity, and if 
we want to revolutionize the present to make life more beautiful, we had better be prepared to 
expose ourselves to new and other-dimensional forms of study, stories, unusual ways of knowing, 
and hitherto unfamiliar sounds emanating from far-flung spaces. A reconditioning of the mind and 
of the senses required, Sun Ra maintained, a new attunement, something Sun Ra kept offering 
through his other-worldly music, writing, philosophy, and performances in an attempt to shape the 
future in the image not of history or the given, but of something radically unlike the already known 
and remembered. Sun Ra put it bluntly: “I’ve tried to bypass this planet, because the people here 
are not really spiritual, and I am a spiritual being . . . some people are going to wake up to realize 
that it is the unknown they need to know in order to survive.”24 
History, or the past, Sun Ra repeatedly maintained, is no guide for the future. If we want to 
get to the truth – “the mightiest weapon of all” – we need to look elsewhere: “We are no longer in 
the era of the past, we are now part of a greater future, the era of the past must be considered as the 
era of error.”25 Moving forward for Sun Ra, then, implies not looking backward. Instituting 
something truly new requires expanding the realm of the (im)possible and the (un)knowable, and 
 
23 Sun Ra, Ibid., 264. 
24 Sun Ra, in Mugge, A Joyful Noise, 52 :39. My italics. 
25 Sun Ra, “United States at the crossroads,” in Corbett, The Wisdom of Sun Ra, 111. 
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that entails not just opposing, but moving away from a mere re-production of old ideas and habits. 
We must, as Sun Ra demanded, scrap the past: “The past is DEAD and those who are following the 
past are doomed to die and be like the past. It is no accident that those who die are said to have 
passed since those who have PASSED are PAST.”26 Sun Ra, then, effectively declared a 
moratorium on history, and rejected it as a foundation for knowledge. The future is where it is at 
for Sun Ra, but not, as we will see, in the traditional sense of the term.   
&*&*& 
Music as sonic spaceship 
Music was for Sun Ra the transformational medium, powerful, truthful, and socially 
progressive enough to counteract what he perceived as the grave failures and misunderstandings 
promulgated by outmoded forms of governance, politics, policy, education, and legislation. His 
leaflets, pamphlets, and broadsheet writings, in combination with street-corner preaching, were 
other means by which Sun Ra tried to spread his ideas about the need for worldly “everlution,” but 
his chief occupation was musical composition and performance, as well as round-the-clock 
rehearsal. Music, one might say, was Sun Ra’s primary philosophical and poetic outlet, and as 
such, the most effective weapon that he, as a spiritual leader, could wield against the crisis in 
perception he saw as afflicting humankind. As he put it: “My music is words, and my words are 
music.”27  
In an effort to escape rules and traditions imposed by earthly authorities, Sun Ra tailored his 
teachings to be forcefully transformational. In addition to his experimental music, he relied on a 
speculative recourse to outer space combined with ancient Egyptian iconography to facilitate a far-
 
26 Sun Ra, “The True Way To Life,” Ibid., 86-87.  
27 Sun Ra, quoted in Paul Youngquist, A Pure Solar World: Sun Ra and the Birth of Afrofuturism, (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 2016), 73. For an extensive collection of Sun Ra’s poetry and prose see The 
Immeasurable Equation, ed. James L. Wolf and Hartmut Geerken, (Norderstedt: Waitawhile books, 2005). 
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reaching alteration of the human condition. He visually incorporated these elements into his 
performative practice, by dressing up himself and his band members as equal parts space futurists 
and Egyptian royalty.  
 
              
Fig. 10 – Sun Ra in robe with outer space/ancient Egypt                   Fig. 11 – Sun Ra Arkestra group photo. © Jim          
iconography. © Michael Ochs Archives/Getty Images.                   McCrary/Getty Images. 
 
             
Fig. 12 – Sun Ra Arkestra performing after the               Fig. 13 – Sun Ra Arkestra at Detroit Jazz Center, 1979. © Leni 
death of Sun Ra. © Andrew Lepley/Redferns via            Sinclair/Getty Images. 
Getty Images. 
 
The sonic incorporation of cosmic space meant that the music Sun Ra wrote veered far from 
popular musical genre conventions and standard rules of composition, and it is as if the fugitive 
quality of sound (its manifestation is at the same time its evaporation) is symbolic of the sky-bound 
  20 
and heaven-sent music Sun Ra composed in an effort to create new and better worlds. Sun Ra has 
always been widely known and respected as one of the most brilliant and uniquely innovative 
creators of free jazz, a style of music characterized by a disregard for conventions like regular 
tempos, tones, harmonic structure, and chord progressions. These and other similarly grandiloquent 
claims are common in the literature on Sun Ra; indeed, there seems to be a consensus among 
critics, biographers, musicians, and fans, about the revolutionary qualities of the both the Saturnist 
himself and his music, regardless of whether they are perceived as groundbreaking avant-garde 
sophistication, or as messy, borderline eccentrism.28  
Some of the music Sun Ra wrote, according to members of his band and other expert jazz 
musicians, was so unusual that it was difficult to gauge and almost impossible play.29 Modal music 
of Ra’s manufacture, for example, requires for its execution a form of discipline and precision that 
sidesteps rationality and the normal technique of counting notes. Instead of playing such music 
based on reason, one has to grasp it using intuition, irrationality, and feeling.30 When listening to 
albums like My Brother The Wind (1970), The Spirit of Jazz Cosmos Arkestra at WUHY, 
(1978), Lanquidity (1978), and the early Supersonic Jazz (1957), it is not hard to understand 
why even the most talented musicians had to learn all over again, and by different means, 
when playing according to Sun Ra’s tutelage. His complexly insistent, unpredictable, 
multidimensional jazz has very little to do with “standard.” By leaving the shores of tradition and 
recognizability, it obtains a commanding directness that pushes, transgresses, and messes with 
familiar notions of jazz. It drops along strange sounding coordinates and plays with and outside of 
rhythmic convention. Sun Ra saw his musicians – many of whom he shared a residence with in 
 
28 See for example Szwed’s Space Is the Place; Graham Lock, Blutopia: Visions of the Future and Revisions of 
the Past in the Work of Sun Ra, Duke Ellington and Anthony Braxton (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
1999); John Sinclair, Sun Ra: Interviews and Essays (London: Headpress, 2010); Vilmer, As Serious As Your 
Life. 
29 Vilmer, As Serious as Your Life, 107-109.  
30 Ibid. 
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New York in the 1960s, effectively establishing a kind of training camp – as “sound scientists,” but 
also as instruments to be directed and coaxed in order to realize his complex sonic creations, 
connecting what we thought was entirely unconnected.31 
The emphasis on intuition – that insufficiently appreciated source of knowledge and 
understanding – as requisite for the birth of complex (musical) beauty serves, in some ways, as a 
crucial reminder that perhaps intuition might be a better tool than rationality for realizing as-yet 
unfamiliar social and aesthetic forms. In the documentary A Joyful Noise, Sun Ra makes the point: 
“It is better to deal with people who have intuition, cause they don’t know what they are doing . . . 
the ones who do know what they are doing have not proven anything.”32 Sit with that for a 
moment!  
On a related note, Sun Ra’s reliance on and demand for on-the-spot improvisation and 
experimentation during both private and public music rehearsals and performances, was another 
creative means by which to avoid mere re-production of the already done. Improvisation was for 
Sun Ra and his Arkestra a form of liberatory practice that gave way to uncharted journeys and 
shapes of jazz.33 In this light, improvisation can be read as a kind of expansive social practice 
aimed at probing unfamiliar territory. So instead of seeing it as something we go to when we think 
we are out of options, we might be better served if we approach it as a way to open the door to a 
future whose promises and prospects are open for exploration and realization. This way 
improvisation is about acting in favor of freedom and invoking hope for the yet-to-come. Fred 
Moten’s meditation on improvisation captures the spirit particularly well. He sees improvisation as 
generative of a certain kind of surplus; something uncontrollable and untamable that surprises and 
takes control of the unfolding story, and which wrestles from its audience the ability to know what 
 
31 Ibid., 99.  
32 Mugge, A Joyful Noise, 40:06. 
33 Vilmer, 98.  
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comes next.34 As he sees it, this unforeseeable aspect is part of the promise and force of the opacity 
that can be had through ensemble, of fugitive creativity, of a fugue state deliberately induced and 
embraced through improvisation.35 
To say that Sun Ra was a musical pioneer, then, is an understatement. His exceptional style 
of music relied both on the meticulously planned and the spontaneous, but also in part on his early 
adoption of new electronic instruments. He was one of the first musicians to harvest the latest 
technology to create truly groundbreaking sounds, thus pushing music into unexpected perceptual 
fields. By incorporating instruments like the analog Minimoog synthesizer into his practice, and by 
doing so in a way that avoided “the tricks and clichés of the other first users of the instrument,”36 
Sun Ra nearly instituted a new aesthetic frontier, creating as he did, forceful waves of sound that 
reverberate in interstellar space, charting hitherto unknown sonic landscapes.  
)))((( 
It is almost as if music for Sun Ra functioned as a kind of defibrillator; a machine capable 
of reanimating both our senses and a central nervous system anesthetized by exposure to large-
scale social and institutional malfunction, by sending sonic shockwaves through human organic 
matter. Through marathonesque compositions and musical rehearsals, Sun Ra together with the 
protean group of musicians talented and dedicated enough to play in the band he named the 
“Arkestra” (a clever compound of Noah’s Ark and the word “orchestra” that serves as a thinly 
veiled declaration of music’s messianic power) established not only a unique omniversal 
soundscape, but a social practice whereby they masterfully crafted what artists and theorist Kodwo 
 
34 Fred Moten, “The Sentimental Avant-Garde,” in In the Break: The Aesthetics Of the Black Radical Tradition, 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003), 26.  
35 Ibid. 
36 Szwed, Space Is the Place, 112-113. The Minimoog was designed in New York in 1968 at Robert Moog’s 
factory, and put into production in 1970. 
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Eshun has so aptly called “Sonic Fiction.”37 For Eshun, music is a “science of sensation” that takes 
us into new fields by creating fictional spaces to be explored with body and mind. Music tells 
stories of another dimension, leaning not on conventional narrative techniques and tropes, but on 
its own “thoughtprobes” and illogic, inducing and magnifying new “mindstates” and sensory 
experiences, as it “opposes common sense with the force of the fictional.”38 Music, in Sun Ra’s 
version of it, creates an artificial discontinuum, by upsetting and misplacing both spatial and 
temporal linearity and logic, thus opening a realm where new ideas and forms can come alive.39  
Paul Youngquist captures something similar in the opening lines of his A Pure Solar World 
when he describes what he sees as the transformative power of Sun Ra’s music: “A book on Sun 
Ra should begin in cacophony. That’s how he opened many, many shows: with a chaos of sounds 
that cleared the air for the music to come . . . a space opens for exploration, and music becomes a 
means of traveling to other worlds.”40 
When listening to the music of Sun Ra and his Arkestra – particularly the recordings made 
in New York in the 1960s, when Sun Ra dubbed the band, variously, the “Solar Arkestra,” the 
“Myth-Science Arkestra,” and the “Astro-Infinity Arkestra” – one has to try hard not to feel as if 
part of a fictional or dream-like realm.41 The long, winding, unpredictable, dense, sometimes a-
tonal, and often shocking layers of sound and rhythmic construction make for a sonic journey that 
is ineffably commanding, unfamiliar, and strangely seductive and persuasive. The music of Sun Ra 
and his Intergalactic Myth-Science Solar Arkestra exhilarates, enthralls, shocks, and complicates, 
Youngquist writes, “making life feel better than it was before. Music, apparently, can change the 
 
37 Kodwo Eshun, More Brilliant Than The Sun: Adventures in Sonic Fiction, (London: Quartet Books, 1998). 
38 Ibid., 165; 3.  
39 Ibid. 
40 Youngquist, A Pure Solar World, 1.  
41 Much of Sun Ra’s music is accessible in digital versions at the much-cherished music website Bandcamp. 
Check out this link for a cosmic experience: https://sunramusic.bandcamp.com/ 
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world.”42 
If one is not on board sonically, if one has not been swept up and teleported to another 
dimension by the music alone, then album art and titles spell out just where in time and space one 
might have landed.  
 
                 
                
                 
Fig.14– Sun Ra album covers. All images via https://flashbak.com/sun-ras-afrofuturistic-album-covers-405820/ 
 
42 Youngquist, A Pure Solar World, 1. 
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Album titles like Sun Ra Visits Planet Earth (1958); The Nubians of Plutonia (1959), 
Interstellar Low Ways (aka Rocket Number Nine) (1960); Art Forms of Dimensions Tomorrow 
(1962); Cosmic Tones for Mental Therapy (1963); Solar Myth Approach (1971); Outer Space 
Employment Agency (1973); Pathways to Unknown Worlds (1973); On Jupiter (1979), and 
Somewhere Else (1989) invoke a non-standard time signature, and as far as space goes, we are 
clearly far outside of the earthly realm.  
Taken together, Sun Ra’s music and the ephemeral album titles constitute a kind of 
hermeneutical spaceship; a vehicle from outer space powerful enough to alter earthly reality by dis-
placing well-known spatial, visual, linguistic, epistemological, and sonic coordinates. In the movie 
based on his concept album Space Is the Place (1974), Sun Ra indicates as much when he is asked 
about the power source of his mythic force: “Music. This music is all part of another tomorrow. 
Another kind of language. Speaking things of nature, naturalness, the way it should be.”43 And in a 
recorded bit titled “The shape of the world today,” Sun Ra assures us of music’s transformational 
power: “It is bad everywhere you go. When people face the truth, that will be the day. Right now, 
they are too busy seeing other people’s mistakes, they cannot even see their own. Perhaps music in 
a pure form can teach them to see themselves for what they are and teach them to see what they 
should be. We need a future that is good, not bad for people – an AlterFuture . . .”44 In Sun Ra’s 
omniverse, then, music appears to open the gate to both spatial and temporal infinity, and to speak 
of hope in truth’s register. If music can be truly revolutionary, if it can take us elsewhere, where 




43 Sun Ra, quoted in Youngquist, A Pure Solar World, 214.  
44 See the Sun Ra music archive: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AmpgKIJl9NY  
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Outer space is . . . what kind of place? 
If I told you, “I am from outer space” 
You wouldn’t believe a word I said. 
Would you? . . . Why should you? 
You’ve lost your way. . .  
You should have nothing to say. 
You’ve lost your rights 
To walk on Jupiter and Mars. 
And even other worlds unknown among the stars 
Among the stars. 
You’ve lost you right to the pleasant 
To the pleasant things of being. 
You’ve lost your rights, 
Your cosmo-interplanetary-intergalactic 
External-rights of Celestial being.45 
 
What if Sun Ra is right in his indictment? What if we have in fact lost our rights to inhabit 
an alternate cognitive space due to a deficit of imagination that prevents us from w(o)(a)ndering 
beyond the “sound” confines of the already known? And if he is right, how can we resume 
inventive thinking and re-claim the resources of futurity and imagination that he suggests we have 
lost on a cosmic scale? 
When Sun Ra started recording with his Arkestra in the 1950s, America’s Space (r)Age was 
heating up in a face-off with Russia, and, as Youngquist writes, one can easily imagine how a 
fascination with this new infinitely expansive frontier might have occasioned a keenness for the 
strange(r) and esoteric during this period.46 It is worth noting too that science fiction films became 
increasingly popular in the post-war era, and that might have facilitated a more expansive popular 
 
45 Sun Ra, “If I Told You” (1980), in The Immeasurable Equation: The Collected Poetry and Prose, ed. James L. 
Wolf and Hartmut Geerken (Germany: Waitawhile, 2005), 200.  
46 Youngquist, A Pure Solar World, 210 
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imaginary, at least in some corners of the nation. In this light, the claim Sun Ra made about his 
Saturnic origin does not seem to require a major leap of the imagination. Nowadays, of course, 
Tesla mogul-turned-space-cadet Elon Musk is in the driver’s seat of SpaceX, a company whose 
self-declared mission, according to their website, is to discover how to colonize Mars and to 
“enable humans to become a spacefaring civilization and a multi-planet species by building a self-
sustaining city on Mars.”47 We are, after all, facing impending earthly climate doom! Why try to 
change our habits when we might instead take up residence on the red planet? Still, spacing out 
with Sun Ra might be a lot to ask, perhaps especially of those discerning, critical academic minds 
that tend to designate particularly outlandish ideas to the department of the inferior.  
So, why go there? What did outer space do for Sun Ra? Why did he rely on it so heavily in 
his storytelling, and why would he ground his entire mythos in a combination of outer space and 
ancient Egyptian iconography, risking, perhaps, alienating or not being taken seriously by those to 
whom appeals of alter-destiny were made? What is the meaning of this odd imbrication of futurity 
and distant past? We already know that Sun Ra did not consider history or the given to be suitable 
guides for changing humanity’s future prospects, so why align himself with Egyptian Pharaohs, 
known as despotic rulers and torturers of the Israelites? Was he merely trying to bolster his 
authority, to show us that he really meant business? Or was he perhaps attempting to subvert 
certain earthly power relations by dressing up as the Sun God himself? If no conclusive answers 
can be had to these questions, it at least seems likely that in Sun Ra’s omniverse, the combination 
of outer space imagery and Egyptian deity served as a platform for a playful, yet serious rebellion 
against earthly hegemonic ideology, social rules and politics, and as such, an opening to the idea of 




  28 
participate differently in a world that can be difficult to love. 
Further, Sun Ra’s music-as-spaceship symbolism represents a tangible manifestation of the 
liberating power and promise of his music. Can venturing to Sun Ra’s (musical) space be a way to 
liberate one’s mind from the shackles of scripted and prearranged epistemological foundations, and 
to transport oneself to an ethereal place where science becomes myth and myth becomes science? 
For Sun Ra and his “sound scientists,” the cosmos became a possibility-space, a kind of playground 
they created and kept alive daily by playing music together.  
~!*!*!~ 
The constant probing of unexplored sounds and creation of new sonic constellations 
appears to be in perfect alignment with Sun Ra’s pledge to use outer space music to heal what he 
saw as the fallen state of the world.48 Planet Earth is getting worse, and people are ignorant, Sun Ra 
urged. Change is contingent upon going somewhere unknown and entirely unalloyed:  
Nobody knows what to do . . . Planet Earth is just sitting out there in space; its bankrupt, it 
has not really produced anything for the betterment of ALL people on the planet . . . so my 
music is about changing things . . . [it] is an attempt to get people to reach for the unknown 
– not knowing what they are going to get, but it will be better than what they already have . 
. .We might go to school and learn things, but schools are limited…Music can do what 
schools can’t . . . it is a universal language, a pure language.49 
 
Perhaps Sun Ra thought it more efficient to make appeals and issue commands from a 
socially and politically neutral territory, a kind of blank, non-institutional space that could be the 
foundation for a truly universal outlook. In this way, interplanetary space could be construed as a 
 
48 In support of Sun Ra’s claims of the power of music, neuroscience tells us that it can modify the brain 
structurally, changing not just patterns of synaptic communication, but the very shape of it. According to this 
logic, music can profoundly change how we perceive the world around us because the release, function, and 
receptivity of neurotransmitters like dopamine is modulated by musical stimuli. See this link for a brief summary 
of this scientific claim: http://news.ifmo.ru/en/science/life_science/news/6957/  
49 Sun Ra, from the online series “Sun Ra speaks,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wMMVfXNLWXQ 
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place from which it is possible to study and try to make meaning in and out of a world that at times 
appears defiantly meaningless. Indeed, it seems altogether reasonable to suggest that maybe 
thoughts of an altered human destiny and futurity are best cultivated in an uncluttered territory, 
away from (over)determined futures and fixed epistemological habits. Outer space is littered with 
as-yet uncolonized planets; for Sun Ra that seems to have meant that hope can be had any place in 
space, in forward motion, and at any scale one might be attuned to.  
Symbolically, outer space of course offers itself as a familiar trope of almost 
incomprehensible vastness and infinity, of unknowability and uncertainty, of wonder and 
adventure, of exclusion and of re-settlement, escape and retreat, as such it is not strange at all why 
Sun Ra would invoke it as a source of futurity, speculation, experimentation, and imagination. 
Interplanetarity, then, seems to have functioned as a kind of instrumental phenomenology for Sun 
Ra; a science of consciousness attuned to new possibilities for existence, both in the present and 
possible futures. If it is relevant to talk of a utopian impulse in Sun Ra, it is because he used outer 
space to project a future world radically different from this one. As Anthony Reed puts it, space 
figures utopia insofar as it “generates agency through a reconfiguration of history . . . and a 
circumvention of dominant ideology.”50 
*#()#* 
Critique from other-dimensional being, space, and time 
The invocation of outer space also allowed Sun Ra to put himself in a position of a stranger, 
or a visitor, someone who came from elsewhere, both spatially and temporally, with a vital 
message to the inhabitants of Earth, and in this way, outer space effectively became a constructive 
metaphor, a kind of generative device for critical re-orientation. Calling himself a being of another 
 
50 Anthony Reed, “After the End of the World: Sun Ra and the Grammar of Utopia”, Black Camera, vol. 5, no. 1 
(Fall, 2013), 120-121.  
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order – he often addressed earthlings as “you” or “they” to assert his difference from us – Sun Ra 
declared that he wanted no part of the sordid life we in his opinion have created for ourselves. He 
might have been in the world, somehow, but he certainly was not of it, and his renunciation of 
everything earthly even included planet Earth itself. From his interstellar place, Sun Ra hurled 
indictments at us with a conviction and solemnity that leaves little doubt that he meant what he 
said. A Joyful Noise opens with a shot of Sun Ra dressed as ancient Egyptian royalty, slowly 
walking around a stone carving of a Sphinx, while contemplating planet Earth’s insufficiency:  
Planet Earth needs the rain, but it doesn’t produce the rain, it needs the sun, but it doesn’t 
produce the sun, doesn’t produce the wind . . . all planet Earth produces is the dead bodies 
of humanity, that is its only creation . . . everything else comes from outer space, from 
unknown regions . . . humanity’s life depends upon the unknown . . . knowledge is 
laughable when attributed to a human being.51 
 
In Sun Ra’s “Sonic Fiction” we seem, then, to be dealing not only with an extraterrestrial 
possibility space, but also, as Eshun puts it, with a post-human perspective.52 In fact, it seems like 
the human is a treacherous category for Ra, one that cannot promise anything good, tied as it is to 
destruction, ignorance, and a lack of creativity. But we might wonder what order of being Sun Ra 
was, if not human? We might get clues to this question, but no real answers, at least not in the 
traditional sense. In A More Joyful Noise, June Tyson, a member of Sun Ra’s Arkestra, sings: 
“When the world was in darkness, and darkness was ignorance, along came Raaaaa . . . the living 
myth, the living mystery . . .”53 In the next instance, Ra enters the frame and confirms his mythic 
identity: “I have many names, names of mystery, names of splendor . . . some call me mister Ra, 
 
51 Mugge, A Joyful Noise, 0:03. 
52 Eshun, More Brilliant, 6-5 (yes, his pagination counts down in the introductory section). 
53 Mugge, A Joyful Noise, 1:04. 
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some call me mister-y, you can call me mister mystery!”54 Unknowable and thus uncontrollable to 
the world – that seems to have been how Sun Ra wanted to be known.  
(*((*))*) 
“It’s after the end of the world, don’t you know that yet?” Sun Ra asks a little girl in the movie 
Space Is the Place.55 In this mytho-satirical sci-fi film, Sun Ra arrives by spaceship from who 
knows where to an urban part of Oakland, California. He is accompanied by his Arkestra members, 
who are dressed in gold-foil garb, and Sun Ra himself is clad to look like the Egyptian Sun God, 
Ra. They pay us a visit to inform us that Earth is doomed: “The People have no music that is in co-
ordination with their spirits. Because of this, they’re out of tune with the universe. If the planet 
takes hold of an alter-destiny, there’s hope for all of us. But otherwise the death sentence on this 
planet still stands. Everyone must die.”56 
Ambiguity rules. At one moment it seems like it is already game over for us earthlings, but 
then again, hope lingers; it seems like we still have time to re-attune ourselves, and successfully 
save planet Earth and all of humanity with it. How can we both be and not be in a post-apocalyptic 
moment simultaneously, and what is Sun Ra getting at with these rather confusing messages? It is 
hard to gauge who is in what time and how; the only certainty is that we are not in the past. No 
matter the temporal space, Ra refused to be held b(l)ack by history and did not negotiate on its 
terms. So, if we are not in the past, are we in the present? Sun Ra and his Arkestra, in this narrative 
iteration, are from the future, it appears. How else could they reveal what is yet to come? 
By articulating an alternative present and future using the rhetoric of myth, Sun Ra 
attempted to construct a vastly alternative and transformative sense of futurity, which for its 
realization in revolutionary terms, perhaps would require that the world comes to an end, as Reed 
 
54 Ibid., 2:18. 
55 John Coney, Space Is the Place, 45:53 
56 Ibid., 20:16 
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astutely suggests.57 In the current moment, we might be tempted to ask if the end of the world is a 
more imaginable event than a radical re-structuring of current sociopolitical relations; it certainly is 
a real possibility. Perhaps escaping it, though, can unlock a utopian desire to truly change it for the 
better?  
The revolutionary “alter-destiny” promulgated by Sun Ra through music-as-spaceship and 
myth-science, presents a compound, alternative reality to be enjoyed as a pathway out of our own 
limited biosphere. This is a different way of conceiving of transformation, one that rejects regular 
policy and government directives, and other legislative efforts. Sun Ra’s words lean on a different 
grammar of change. Using a new language, change is engendered and passes through the sense 
apparatus. This is not about grand promises or patient, gradual reform, nor is it about 
contemplating history’s long arc of justice. With Sun Ra, we are instead dealing with a different 
sound of reasoning that relies on an elaborate construction of a cosmic mythos, a place of assembly 
and obtainment of harmony in and through dissonance and discontinuity. Going along with Sun Ra 
takes us to a place where every instrument is a transmitter of healing yet perplexing energy that 
scrambles time and space and turns labyrinthian what seemed linear; a place where music supplies 
the power and tells tales of things to come, and where we could all be instruments playing our part 
in the vast arkestry of the cosmos.58  
 
                                                Fig. 15 – Sun Ra holding some kind of magic wand? © Baron Wolman. 
 
57 Reed, “After the End of the World,” 119-120.   
58 See Eshun, More Brilliant, 186. 
  33 
II 
MILITARY FUNCTION FORMATION EQUATION RAMM X ELLE =Z%E%X=E 
MILITARY FUNCTION RAMM*ELEVATION*Z 
MILITARY FUNCTION FORMATION RAMM*SIGMA*LL*Z*SIGMA, SIGMA 
RAM plus M for Magnitude, Sigma (Σ) the first summation operator, first L – longitude, second L –
 latitude, Z – z-bar, Σ, Σ – summation59 
 




              Fig. 16 - Rammellzee as the character Crux the Monk. © Red Bull Arts, NY.  
 
59 Copied from exhibition pamphlet. Wolf, Max and Carlo McCormick, Rammellzee: Racing for Thunder, 2018. 
Published in conjunction with an exhibition of the same title, organized and presented by Red Bull Arts New 
York, May 4 - August 26, 2018. No electronic copy.  
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The artist became a person who must be  
an exceptional citizen who speaks a rare truth of sorts  
to the quiet breakdowns engendered by managed societies.  
Transgression was for the service of society as a whole –  
it pointed out hubris – and put the idea of society on trial. 
- Liam Gillick60 
 
Last summer, Red Bull Arts showed an extensive survey of artwork by Far Rockaway 
(Queens, NY) native Rammellzee (1960-2010), produced mainly during the last 15 years of his life 
at his loft in TriBeCa, which he had dubbed the “Battle Station.” This was my first encounter with 
Rammellzee’s work, and I was completely floored by it. Entering the art space, located on a 
nondescript street in New York City, felt like being inducted into a secret, magic corner of the 
world; a place where the distinction between fiction and reality had been rendered obsolete, and 
where imagination, play, and fantastical myths ruled supreme. Standing in the basement looking up 
at what I learned was a fleet of “Letter Racers,” suspended from the ceiling in a dynamic V-shape 
formation, ready for combat, I was surprisingly moved by the notion that so many of the battles we 
carry out in public, both as individuals, groups, and perhaps even as societies, are often grounded 
in something beyond just defense, aggression, retaliation, or a fight for power and domination. 
When we engage in battle, it is often about showing up for what we believe in and what we no 
longer see as viable ideas and modes of life. Beyond being fought on purely antagonistic grounds, 
these battles are often animated by hope and futurity, and a will to transform reality based on a 
prospect that there are alternatives to the status quo. This tension between destructive and 
constructive transformation makes itself felt in various interesting ways in Rammellzee’s artistic 
practice. 
The amalgam of sincerity and hope, delicate yet firm aspiration, assertive defense and 
offense, staunch self-determination, creative antagonism, playfulness and earnestness that runs 
 
60 Liam Gillick, Industry and Intelligence, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016), 45. 
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through Rammellzee’s total art was perhaps what elicited such an intense emotional response; or 
maybe it was the distinct sensation that Rammellzee’s premonitions and vision of society and an 
elsewhere beyond it, captured in and emanating so firmly from his artifacts, seemed so bent on 
teaching us that a higher level of truth and knowledge is well within our reach. If instead of paying 
attention solely to the daily grind and to the messages disseminated by social and mainstream 
media (the latter of which Eshun so shrewdly has called a “future shock absorber” to describe how 
today’s journalism, by exposing readers to a daily assortment of horrors, induces inertia and places 
thought - and thereby proactive behavior - on hold) and culture we would adjust our minds to a 
different way of studying the phenomena we rely on daily for navigating and making sense of our 
world, we just might find out what that could look like.61  
Like Sun Ra, Rammellzee wanted to issue a wake-up call. Society – and Western culture 
more generally – Rammellzee thought, is in a diseased state and in need of re-formation, and 
judging from his artwork, audio recordings of interviews, and oral histories told by friends and 
collaborators, he was as serious about his alternative vision as life itself. Armed with a cosmology 
that he called “Gothic Futurism,” and with the concept “Ikonoklast Panzerism,” Rammellzee 
struggled against the strictures of form, and what he perceived as a society derailed by 
mis(sed)education and taken over by social and political institutions of control.62 In this sense he 
shared Sun Ra’s concern with a lack of self-determination and creative capacity on a collective 
scale. To facilitate the desired social change, Rammellzee thought it necessary to interrupt 
dominant ways of thinking and knowing, and that would in turn require a disruption of a public 
discourse, which he thought was steered by those in power. The successful realization of his 
 
61 Eshun, More Brilliant, 4. 
62 For a useful caption of the show and some of RAMMΣLLZΣΣ’s main ideas, see Red Bull Arts’ write-up 
available on their website, http://redbullarts.com/newyork/exhibition/rammellzee-racing-thunder/. The short 
video made by Red Bull Music (2018) is also a great introduction to Ramm’s work and ideas: 
https://youtu.be/PjAfVHSeIvY   
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mission, he was convinced, would require nothing less than a complete overhaul of the 
conventional approach to linguistics and an evolution of language itself.  
In Rammellzee’s world, an arsenal of ornate, armored, multidimensional spacecraft-like 
letters, a rotating cast of otherworldly alter egos brought to life as para-military “Garbage Gods,” 
sculptures, drawings, colorful 3-D paintings and graffiti, and elaborate life-sized body armor made 
from discarded consumer products, are turned into a dream-team of combatants, equipped and 
ready to fight for a desired future. Rammellzee invented a complete science-fictional world, it 
seems, to convince us that if change cannot be had materially or meaningfully in the present, then 
perhaps the mindset for the future can be conditioned to bring about something radically different 
from the status quo. Radical change, it appears, calls for radical and maybe even alien measures.  
 
 
       
Fig. 17 – Rammellzee as “Crux the Monk,” July 2002.        Fig. 18 – “Gasholeer,” one of Rammellzee’s multi-         
Photo by Keetja Allard. © Red Bull Arts, NY.                                functional exoskeletons. © Suzanne Geiss Co., NY. 
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Fig. 19 – Exhibition view of Rammellzee’s “Garbage Gods.” Photo    Fig. 20 - Rammellzee in one of his masks. ©  
by Lance Brewer. © Red Bull Arts, NY.                                                Cool Hunting. 
 
 
                      
 
Fig. 21 – Exhibition view of Rammellzee’s “Letter                      Fig. 22 – Exhibition view of Rammellzee’s “Letter  
Racers.” © Red Bull Arts, NY.         Racers.” © Red Bull Arts, NY. 
                                                                                                                                                          
   
                           
𝑦𝑖𝑒𝑙𝑑𝑠
→     
(INTERLUDE) 
A few words on method are appropriate before moving on. I have not been able to identify 
much literature or any scholarly accounts on Rammellzee. Greg Tate, writer and musician, and 
  38 
friend of Rammellzee, has a slim chapter in his book Flyboy 2: The Greg Tate Reader that features 
quoted speech by Rammellzee, and Kodwo Eshun in More Brilliant spends a few but glorious 
pages riffing on some aspects of Rammellzee’s artistry. By far, most of the information that exists 
on Rammellzee is in the form of art reviews, press releases, journalistic features, blogs, and the 
occasional interview transcription, and I have consulted some of these sources to help present his 
work. Beyond that, there is a lot of speculation, rumors and anecdotes about who he was, what he 
did, and what he was trying to accomplish. Rammellzee’s own website (www.gothicfuturism.com) 
has been decommissioned, and his writings have either disappeared (according to some sources he 
wrote a series of manifestos detailing his cosmology. I only managed to dig up his treatise on 
Gothic Futurism) or are not readily available for public perusal.63 Or perhaps they never actually 
existed. Tate maintains that in fact Rammellzee never wrote anything down. Therefore, the 
following attempt to present Rammellzee’s spectacular vernacular is based primarily on the 
secondary sources listed above, and my idiosyncratic notes and impressions of the exhibition at 
Red Bull Arts. 
Another qualification; I am trying, as with Sun Ra, to leave some room for the work to 
speak for itself, to show it through images, so the reader has a chance to get an extra-cognitive 
sense of what I am trying to convey. This is another way of saying that the choice to be stingy 
about applying theory to the exploration at hand is part of the exercise itself. To reiterate, rather 
than interpreting their work in light of existing theoretical frameworks, rather than folding it into 
already established concepts and ideas, one of the primary tasks of this writing is to ask if and how 
certain artistic and creative practices can inform new methodologies and challenge us to reevaluate 
and expand current conceptions of study and critique. Bringing canonical theory to already 
 
63 Due to time and other limitations, I have not been able to investigate this further, but had this been a 
dissertation-length study, I would have tried to contact art dealers, curators, and collectors who might know or be 
in possession of such writings.  
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conceptual forms can, as Eshun puts it in More Brilliant, be a fraught even if well intentioned 
attempt to tame and systematize forms of creativity and knowledge that are perhaps better served 
and experienced by less intrusive and dogmatic approaches. In an introductory paragraph, Eshun 
writes: “In CultStud [Cultural studies] . . . theory always comes to Music’s rescue . . . Like a 
headmaster, theory teaches music a thing or 2 about life. It subdues music’s ambition, reins it in, 
restores it to its proper place, reconciles it to its naturally belated fate.”64 A form of theory against 
theory, then, is perhaps what best describes this endeavor. – the end (of my wits) 
∑   
Although Rammellzee for a period in the 1980s was part of the professional art world’s 
temperamental circuit, which at that time “was eager to harness the vitality of authentic, New York 
Graffiti writers,” he maintained a critical distance to it and to other forms of institutionalization and 
identity containment.65 In some of the recorded interviews he gave, and which were part of the 
exhibit at Red Bull Arts, Rammellzee rejected in no uncertain terms the thinly veiled attempts at 
recuperation by the professional classes. To be taken into the fold by the art world elite and 
submitting oneself to the dictates of curators and other artworld aficionados was for Rammellzee 
like having part of one’s identity muted in the name of profit. In Tate: “Because that is what they 
[art galleries] will do to you. They sell your art, they sell your music and exploit it . . .”66 But 
although he was well aware of the price of commercial success, he tried to push back against its 
domesticating forces not by staying out of the limelight or shying away from the financial support 
that came with his induction into the ranks of gallery artists – he actually seems to have been very 
comfortable as the center of attention, albeit mostly when clad in one of his amazing, hand-built 
 
64 Eshun, More Brilliant, 4. 
65 See the press release for the exhibition Rammellzee: Racing for Thunder at Red Bull Arts, which is available 
on their website: http://redbullarts.com/newyork/exhibition/rammellzee-racing-thunder/ 
66 Greg Tate, “Rammellzee: Ikonoklast Samurai,” in Flyboy 2: The Greg Tate Reader, (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2016), 132. The book is an excellent survey of visionary Black cultural production. 
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exoskeletons, which he allegedly would wear in public more often than not – but by harnessing it 
and using it as a platform to produce and promote increasingly dense and complex works of art that 
communicated his ideas about cultural demise and alternative realities.67 In fact, according to Tate, 
Rammellzee saw his work as artwork only secondarily; its real purpose, he maintained, was to 
illustrate his dual philosophy of  “Gothic Futurism” and “Ikonoklast Panzerism,” which through 
intricate grammar and equations constituted by unique letter combinations is a stunning projection 
of a fantastical world where, as we will see, what we thought made sense is rendered nearly 
unrecognizable.68  
Rammellzee apparently wanted to be and remained an enigma to most, even his friends 
whose oral histories describe how he often spoke in elaborate, enigmatic equations, demonstrating 
a strict allegiance to his ideas and public character. For those fortunate enough to visit his famed 
“Battle Station” and witness the apparently obsessive production of what effectively amounted to 
an alternative version of the official narrative, he was known as a rare genius with a knack and 
eager for storytelling and mythologization.69  
Every bit as anti-authoritarian as Sun Ra, Rammellzee officially abandoned his given name, 
which has remined a closely guarded secret since his 1979 adoption by legal decree of the 
appellation Rammellzee; not a name, he insisted, but a militaristic equation (written like this: 
RAMM: ΣLL:ZΣΣ). Post-1979, he would consistently refer to himself as “The Equation.”70 Far 
from a normal mathematical concept, The Equation that was Rammellzee was not one to be easily 
solved or otherwise summarized using the standard tools of mathematics or logic; instead he was a 
cipher, a generative myth-maker whose esoteric epistemology and total art present some 
 
67 Ibid. 
68 Greg Tate, “Rammellzee: The Ikonoklast Samurai – R.I.P,” in The Wire, no. 242 (April 2004). The article is no 
longer in the magazine’s online archive, but is featured on this website: 
https://afrovisionary.tumblr.com/post/6810685812/rammellzee-the-ikonoklast-samurai-rip 
69 These observations are based on my own notes taken at the show at Red Bull Arts. 
70 Red Bull Arts press release. See link in footnote above.  
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mindboggling enigmas that insist on being opaque, it seems, as a tactical form of resistance. 
⁄  
 
A science of illumination? 
Before Rammellzee morphed into “The Equation” and became preoccupied with his studio-
based practice, he was part of New York’s burgeoning, anarchic hip-hop and graffiti scene.71 From 
the early 1970s through the mid 1980s, before “broken windows” policing was ubiquitous and 
before big money started transforming the city from grimy to glitzy, graffiti artists – a.k.a. 
“Writers” – had a moment in the sun. That moment abruptly ended when Mayor Ed. Koch acid-
washed the subways, and installed “a new line of Writing-proof trains made in Japan” which made 
it harder for Writers to practice and communicate through their guerilla art.72  
By the time Rammellzee started tagging the A subway train – his first tag was EG, 
“Evolution Griller” – he already had a theory about the historical roots of Writing [Graffiti].73 It all 
began, Rammellzee believed, “with the medieval monks of the 14th and 15th centuries, who 
produced illuminated manuscripts in the script we now call Gothic . . . the monks were prevented 
[from writing] by the Catholic Church because their letters had become so ornate that the Pope and 
his bishops could no longer read them.”74 Rammellzee clearly admired how the monks had put 
encrypted information inside their handiwork, and the idea that script could be a secretive vehicle 
 
71 I will not delve into Rammellzee’s hip-hop music here, because his visual and philosophical practice is more 
directly relevant to my overarching questions of epistemology and study. Hip-hop was part of Rammellzee’s 
public performances, and in that respect the music was an important medium through which he communicated his 
ideas. He is credited, along with K-Rob, as a hip-hop pioneer. Their 1983 single “Beat Bop,” which they made in 
collaboration with Basquiat, is generally seen as one of hip-hop’s most legendary tracks. It was released on vinyl 
on Basquiat’s Tartown Inc. imprint and featured his artwork on the cover. Take a listen here: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9I56Kkxh_os 
72 Tate, Flyboy 2, 129.  
73 Dave Tompkins, “Period Piece: Rammellzee and the End,” in The Paris Review, (April 18, 2012), 
https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/2012/04/18/period-piece-rammellzee-and-the-end/ 
74 Tate, Flyboy 2, 128. Illuminated manuscripts are handwritten texts, usually on Christian scripture or practice, 
adorned with gold, silver, and brightly colored illustrations and borders. They date back to Medieval times and 
were often written by monks in Western Europe. 
  42 
of transgression is central to the development of his graffiti, theories and fictions. Already as a 
teenager, then, Rammellzee adopted the idea that graffiti had its roots in medieval script, and that 
language and writing were historical tools which could be used not just to disseminate information, 
but also as powerful, potentially esoteric forms of dissent and resistance that both institutional 
actors and outside agitators could use in a fight for domination or liberation, as the case might be. 
In this sense, Writing appears to have been as much ideology as art for Rammellzee; a powerful 
conduit of both mystery and knowledge. 
 
                              
 
Fig. 23 – Example of illuminated manuscript,                                      Fig. 24 - Example of illuminated manuscript, 
ca. 1345. © Getty Images.                                                                     ca.1302-1305. © British Royal Library. 
 
As a graffiti artist, Rammellzee helped give shape to and later weaponized what is known 
as “Wildstyle” – which turns the act of spray-painting one’s name into intricate, colorful creations 
of chubby, edgy, extravagant letters that look as if shaped out of twisted balloons intruding on one 
another – by sharpening letters into harpoons and barbs, shooting them at other Writers’ tags in a 
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battle for underground, yet public dominion.75 He became convinced that if he armed the letters by 
shaping them into winged missiles, he could both save them from what he believed to be their 
manipulated and manipulating context – the alphabet itself, and languages using Roman letters 
more generally –  and reintroduce their original symbolism which had been erased, Rammellzee 
claimed, by certain powerful actors who disarmed letters in order to maintain power, and to 
control, essentially, human history.76 Armed letters, Rammellzee thought, were militaristic couriers 
that could carry out his mission through encrypted messages. When asked why he put missiles on 
them, he explained:  
They [letters] are flying through a wind tunnel. Wind is . . . there’s pressure going 
backward against any train that’s going forward, so you design the wings, or the dream of 
the wings, or the dream of arrows, becoming more aerodynamic. And when an arrow turns 
into a missile . . . and the style changes into a tank . . . and then they start to lock down. And 
they start to turn on you . . . so now you’re shipping words as tanks, or spaceships . . . 
through a wind tunnel.77  
 
Through an adornment of individual letters, then, Rammellzee sought to transform them into an 
immune system of sorts, a fleet of tank-like symbol-destroyers that could fly through space and 
take revenge on the virulent attack launched by the standardizing rules of the alphabet and Western 
authoritarian forces more broadly. It is these beliefs which are embedded in his concept of 
“Ikonoklast Panzerism.”  
In addition to his philosophy, with its equations and alternative linguistic history, 
Rammellzee’s mixed-media assemblages, where layers of found objects are submerged in resin and 
paint, speak an equally secretive language. Perhaps we can think of the hidden objects in these 
 
75 Josh Ray, “RAMM: ΣLL:ZΣΣ,” Super Weird Substance, http://www.superweirdsubstance.com/rammelzee/ 
76 Ibid. 
77 Interview with Ed Gill for record label Mo’Wax, 1995. See a transcription of the interview at 
https://www.mowaxplease.com/listen-rammellzee-gothic-futurism/ 
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pieces as a form of archival composition of a material reality whose meaning can be revealed once 













Space is a place TBDed 
 
It is hard not to see Rammellzee’s fight for an alternative story and culture as also being 
about a form of urban self-determination. He grew up in subsidized housing in a beach community 
in Far Rockaway, having been displaced, like many others, by the city’s deepening racial and class 
divides.78 For Rammellzee and many others in the graffiti community he helped cement, tagging 
trains was a way to react to such conditions, a way to claim space. By doing graffiti, his battle 
began in and gave shape to urban space, and in this way the battle in space was in some sense also 
a fight for it, which is to say against systems of control and a government that wanted to clean up, 
 
78 Alexxa Gotthardt, “How 1980s Cult Artist Rammellzee Mesmerized Everyone From Basquiat to the Beastie 
Boys,” Artsy, April 26, 2018, https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-1980s-cult-artist-rammellzee-
mesmerized-basquiat-beastie-boys 
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by whatever means necessary, what they mainly saw as a crime- and poverty ridden New York. In 
1979, sociologist Nathan Glazer portrayed graffiti as a testament to a city under siege. More than 
just an innocent act by so-called “artists,” Glazer asserted, graffiti was to be seen as a crime and 
one of the “unmanageable problems amidst which New Yorkers live.”79 Suggesting methods of 
deterrence and therapy to combat a “world of uncontrollable predators,” Glazer wanted to make 
clear to others that graffiti was a sign of “official failure” and suggested that Writers should be 
arrested, punished, and forced to clean up the city property that they had defaced and vandalized.80  
With its “unofficial,” cryptic linguistics and commanding presence, graffiti might indeed 
appear threatening to the uninitiated, and for Rammellzee that appears to have been part of its 
allure and power. Weaponized letters became armored tanks, and Rammellzee an urban soldier at 
war with authorities and institutions of control over the meaning of language and life itself: “Our 
generation’s poverty and despondency made us turn a letter into a missile . . . You think war is 
always shooting and beating everybody up, but no, we had the letters fighting for us.”81  
We might see graffiti and Rammellzee’s symbolic fight as a form of détournement in the 
tradition and technique of the Surrealists and the Situationist International, who used détournement 
and dérive as a kind of psychic reconfiguration of the modern urban grid.82 Through an external 
illogical or oneiric state where movement through space is based not on necessity but desire, the 
Situationists tried to recuperate urban public space by contravening what they saw as its 
 
79 Nathan Glazer, “On Subway Graffiti in New York,” in Public Interest, no. 54, (Winter 1979), 11.  
80 Ibid., 4; 6. 
81 Tate, Flyboy 2, 130. 
82 The Situationists came together in 1957 through the unification of the postwar avant-garde art movements 
Lettrist International – a Paris-based group of avant-garde artists and political theorists - and the International 
Movement for an Imaginist Bauhaus, an anti-functionalist group of artists led by Danish painter Asger Jorn. 
Through the construction of ‘situations’ and spatial tactics like dérive, the Situationists took up the battle within 
and against an urban space they saw as the material expression of human social alienation.82 The fundamental 
aim of this group of artists and intellectuals was a revolutionary positive transformation and emancipation of 
modern urban life, particularly as it played out in Paris in the years following the Second World War. See Guy 
Debord, “Report on the Construction of Situations and on the International Situationist Tendency’s Conditions of 
Organization and Action” in the Situationist Online Archive: http://www.cddc.vt.edu/sionline/si/report.html    
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fundamentally alienating nature. Détournement was for them a tactical response to a 
predeterminded culture not of one’s own making; an effort to create situations that turn capitalist 
elements of both physical and literary space against themselves by acting in and on such spaces in 
ways that go against their intended function.83 Appropriating aesthetic forms towards what they 
called “a subversive rewriting of capitalist ideological illusion” was the overarching purpose of the 
tactic for the Situationists.84  
By claiming the trains and other concrete surfaces of the city as their territory, graffiti 
artists do just that; they get in the way of a particular authoritative arcitecture and infrastructure 
vision, by using and to some degree reterritorializing public property to assert their own will and to 
facilitate an exchange of ideas and a construction of identities in a language that by twisting words 
and phrases flies below the radar of mainstream culture. By leaving their mark on the city, then, 
Writers can be seen as creating a spatial sensation aimed at challenging the idea of what life in the 
city is, and what it can and should feel like, architecturally and socially.  
 
 
        
 
 
83 Ivain, “Formulary for a New Urbanism” in Tom McDonough, The Situationists and the City, (New York: 
Verso, 2009), 146.  
84 Ibid. 
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Fig. 26 (top left) by the artist Blade, fig. 27 (top right) by artist Zephyr, fig. 28 (above) by artist Cope2 - Examples of 
Wildstyle Graffiti. All images via: https://www.widewalls.ch/10-new-york-graffiti-legends-still-kicking-ass/ 
 
 
               
 
Figs. 29 (above left) & 30 (above right) – Rammellzee’s weaponized Wildstyle. Both images © Red Bull Arts, NY. 
 
        
 
Figs. 31 (above left) & 32 (above right) – Rammellzee’s weaponized Wildstyle. Both images © Gallozzi Placa Gallery. 
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≝ 
“’New ideas intimidate!  Too bad!”85 
 
If music was Sun Ra’s spaceship and transformational vehicle par excellence, language and 
equations were for Rammellzee the revolutionary turf on which to fight for future societal change. 
Language in both its present written and verbal forms has a coercive power, Rammellzee thought, 
but if re-mastered, also the potential to fight structures and institutions of oppression. Whoever 
controls language, he believed, also controls discourse and therefore has the ability to control 
people’s thoughts and imagination. His mythic, dual philosophy of “Ikonoklast Panzerism” and 
“Gothic Futurism,” demonstrates a startling conception of that liberating potential, and elaborate in 
convoluted terms some ideas for how to re-structure reality on the basis of a new form of 
knowledge that can best be described using Sun Ra’s idea of “myth-science.” Eshun explains well 
what this form of knowledge is about: “To drop science is to mystify, rather than to educate.”86 
(But perhaps mystification is not antithetical to education, and perhaps science is a form of mystery 
in its own right?) Eshun again (affirmative):  
For auditionaries [artists and hip-hop musicians] such as Rammellzee . . . science is the end 
of edutainment and the systematic mythification of everyday life. Instead of teaching street 
knowledge, science “robs your common and steals your sense” [quoting Wu Tang Clan 
protégés Sunz of Man] . . . [Myth]Science doesn’t instruct, it inducts you into secret states 
of innervisions, initiates useless quests for the 3rd Eye . . . Science wants you for an acolyte, 
wants to initiate you into a hermeneutics which elides reality.87  
 
The central nerve struck in this passage is that in Rammellzee’s hands and mind, science 
divorces clarity and becomes instead a tool of fiction (though not entirely fictional), entanglement, 
 
85 Rammellzee, quoted on Red Bull Arts pamphlet. 
86 Eshun, More Brilliant, 29. 
87 Ibid., 30. 
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and dis-orientation. Like Sun Ra used music, outer space, and Ancient Egypt (in addition to tricky 
linguistic equations) to create fanciful tales of “Alter-Destiny,” Rammellzee through his visual and 
linguistic work turned science into elaborate fiction, and fiction into science, in a bid to alter-
knowledge, we might say. In addition, the frisky, slangy tone and neologisms of the cited passage 
invite the notion that, as with Sun Ra, we can take Rammellzee’s ideas as seriously as we want. As 
Tate lets us know, Rammellzee would often crack himself up and occasionally be taken aback by 
his own ideas: “He’ll admit to being as mystified as anyone by the stuff that spontaneously exits his 
mouth. He never writes anything down and though he speaks of having derived his terminology 
from ‘dictionaries,’ the only publications visible in his domicile are magazines . . .”88 So, what are 
we to think? Are we being duped? Is there nothing but spectacle, fun and games to Rammellzee’s 
make-believe? Another anecdote, however, casts doubt on that assumption. According to friends, 
Rammellzee thought his Letter Racers so scientifically accurate that they might be used as 
templates for military vehicles. Convinced of their functionality, he contacted the Defense 
Department to offer his services.89  
Again, as in the case of Sun Ra, whether we believe him or not seems to be besides the 
main point, and although he might not have Sun Ra’s power of conviction, Rammellzee 
nonetheless seems to be on to something profoundly important, namely that whoever controls the 
“means of semantic production,” to use Moten’s phrase again, controls what can and cannot be 
thought, imagined, and therefore realized, and that perhaps if we relax our assumptions about what 
is and is not legitimate forms of knowledge, insights that can lead to new, (r)evolutionary ideas 
may be had. What is at stake here, then, is real enough, and perhaps the play, the stories, the 
disruption of common ideas about the roots and evolution of linguistics, knowledge production, 
 
88 Tate, Flyboy 2, 130. 
89 Randy Kennedy, “Art Excavated From Battle Station Earth,” The New York Times, Feb. 23, 2012. 
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and reality, are what we need to pay most attention to. Perhaps a clearing of the theoretical ground 
is where the action is; maybe like in Sun Ra, a rescoring of the mind is the formal operational 
procedure undertaken by Rammellzee through an attempted recalibration of ideas about the uses 
and abuses of the alphabet and of language.  
So, what kind of fiction is Rammellzee’s reality and what, if anything, is real in his fiction? 
And what does it mean to turn science into a mythmachine? We need not panic, Rammellzee seems 
to assure us; science might behave differently than we are used to, but that is no cause for alarm. 
With Rammellzee, science more than anything else appears to function as a sort of consciousness 
raising machine, to borrow another insight from Eshun.90 “Science razes consciousness,” Eshun 
writes, and he calls Rammellzee an “esoterrorist” whose “mythillogical systems . . . actively 
terrorize . . . [and] territorialize . . . by destroying the old grooves of the head.”91 By probing the 
historical significance of letters, integers, and equations from a perspective that is a dizzying 
conjunction of fictional, historical, and futurist, Rammellzee, as if from behind his impressive, 
mythological troupe of characters (is he puppet or puppeteer?), launched a symbolic war to bring 
about a desired reality. “I am one of the Gothic Futurists in the Alpha’s Bet; the equation known as 
the Rammellzee. I am some 16 billion years old . . . the particular person acting out right now has a 
theorem that if he can boomerang through time, he can make sure that a sledgehammer causes a 
cosmic flush.”92 Is Rammellzee, like his maybe not-so-distant forebear Sun Ra (whom he 
according to Tate acknowledged as a conceptual inspiration), aiming at outer space?93 Let us turn, 
at last, to the treatise, to see about that interstellar flush and what it is that needs whirling and 
flushing.  
 
90 Eshun, More Brilliant, 30. 
91 Ibid. 
92 Rammellzee in an interview bit with Guerilla Art posted on YouTube February 16, 2012: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T52mHTpvSeA 
93 Tate, Flyboy 2, 134. 
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∆
→ 
 “Gothic Futurism” & “Ikonoklast Panzerism” → all systems are GO . . .  
 
An effort to probe deeper into Rammellzee’s theory about the inextricable connection 
between human evolution, worldly revolution, and linguistic transformation, seems to require 
facing the treatise on “Gothic Futurism” in its perplexing splendor. Since the entire thing is roughly 
17 pages long, I have extracted a few passages I think represent some central points of his 
philosophy.94 All original spelling is kept intact (notice the mischievous neologisms) and ellipses 
mark skipped passages. I have inserted my attempted interpretation of each paragraph directly 
beneath it, using brackets to mark it off from the treatise. Towards the end of the document, 
Rammellzee fleshes out the concept “Ikonoklast Panzerism,” and the “Letter Racers” come into 
view. I have included the letters ‘A’ and ‘B’ to show the graphic translation of the concept.  
 
IONIC TREATISE GOTHIC FUTURISM ASSASSIN KNOWLEDGES OF 
THE REMANIPULATED SQUARE POINT’S 
ONE TO 720° TO 1440° 
THE RAMM-ΣLL-ZΣΣ 
 
© Copywrite 1979 / Revised 2003 
* Epilogue * 
(147 B.C. Roman period begins) (114O A.D. Gothic period begins) From the fourth century to the 
nineteenth century a development of style remanipulated by monks known as Gothic type, or Old 
English type, presently used by The New York Times and Long Island Press. This is the PROTO-
product of WILD-STYLING. To my knowledge of letterstructure, separation of sound (verbal 
recording) and word formations English, Spanish and Russian, and any other Slanguages using 
Roman letter-symbols or others are not a language, due to universal symbolic thievery. The 
 
94 For a good excerpt of the treatise see https://post.thing.net/node/3086. 
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original verbal formation, (phonetic) for the Roman letter was Latin: (L+AxT=IN) 
 
[It was the monks who initially imbued Gothic-style letters with symbolic powers. The 
origin of wild style graffiti is traceable to them, and therefore graffiti has a transgressive power 
when styled in this script. The forced discrepancy between word and sound is what robbed the 
Roman letters of their symbolic power, and therefore, all languages relying on Roman letters do not 
even qualify as languages – they are, merely, “slanguages”]. 
 
How can a government be structured straight using a symbolic code subconsciously remanipulated 
and its symbols do not belong to the verbal formation. To my know edge societies and disease-
culture symbols have violated universal symbolic laws and shortcircuited the electromagnetic code 
of the Roman lettersymbols and others used to build a word, the definition of a word to build a 
society and then a government and a future educational process to complete universal transit 
system and manipulate (blood system).  
 
 [Our entire society is based on this grave symbol-destroying crime. Therefore, the societies 
and cultures that have participated in short-circuiting universal symbolic laws are diseased to their 
very biological core, as is all of their institutions, including educational ones. By implication, what 
we teach is based on a faulty foundation?].  
 
To my knowledge of the symbolic codes of the alphabet’s formation, it is very much incorrect. The 
evolution of the Roman letter structured in the formation: 
ADEBRKPFLHIJTMGOQCNSVWUXYZ and the SlRPIEREULE-formated structures. The 
construction of most of the symbols was remanipulated subconsciously, J,U,W are conscious 
remanipulations. (Neutral) The borrowing of subconsciously  
incomplete symbolic structures (Phoenician), etc. Added to the design of the Roman letter-type, 
these symbols are complete due to armament-structure in design of IKONOKLAST PANZERISM. 
According to the degree of knowledge of the cipher, triangle and square. This is not revolution, this 
is evolution. 
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 [We have subconsciously remanipulated what had already been manipulated from an 
original state of manipulation – we have in effect doubled down on manipulation, which in turn has 
resulted in the neutralization of the original symbolic powers of the letters, which Rammellzee sees 
as integers, as mathematical. Ikonoklast Panzerism is the evolutionary process by which the letters 
can reclaim their original symbolic powers]. 
( . . . ) 
This is symbolic wars using slang and ionics to understand the very outline-structure that makes A 
through Z its mathematics and science for disease-culture to understand the consequences of 
structure that have been disease-culturally sabotaged and trick-knowledged. 
 
 [This war is both literal and symbolic(?!) Using ionic (chemical) bonds to get at the 
mathematical and scientific backbone of the alphabet can help us understand why culture is 
diseased (actually, nearly dead), sabotaged, and rests on a foundation of trickery instead of fact]. 
( . . . ) 
All nowledge-remanipulation, in the universal gamble, by Monks was destroyed by ikonoklastic 
emperors themselves divided realms from disease-culture sounds and formation C-O+dominion = 
A GOD, GIVEN OMNIPOTENT DOMINION. From the fourth century to the nineteenth century 
outline of letter, numbers and other universal symbols and disease-cultural structures was in the 
hands of calligraphers. Since then the Roman letter in a Panzer stage of evolution from the 
fourteenth century to 1969-1974 was complete subconscious toyism (Treacherous on your System). 
From Bubble to structure (squared) and emotional outburst era 1974-1979 was a war-era, where 
knowledge formed about by itself through the body, in the dark, underground. This is a ten-year 
cycle of so-called graffiti development an elevation.1980-2000 separation between WILD 
STYLISM and PANZERISM, the non emotional era, knowledge of it and purpose of it, this is full 
evolution of the Roman letter-type and others in so-called graffiti. 
  
[Remanipulation is what is at stake - universally; we need to get back to the monks, the 
calligraphers, and their original symbolic infusion of the letters.  The emperors are to blame for the 
  54 
destructive discrepancy between sound and symbol and for why the linguistic system became a 
treacherous one. Knowledge of this double-crossing developed in the dark underground of graffiti 
culture. Panzerized letters are the ultimate revenge for the symbol-destroying manipulation 
wrought by the emperors]. 
( . . . ) 
THIS IS TO PROVE THE OLD MOTHER’S TALE THAT WORDS WILL OR CAN NEVER 
HURT YOU! IKONOKLAST PANZERISM introduced by so-called graffiti for the 
remanipulation by and from energy through the body for the repercussions and rediscussions of 
society’s misleading reductional break-down. Knowledge be reborn by the understanding of word-
formations that there is no dictionary ever compelled for the evolution of the outline of the AB. 
And C through Z, and other universal structures. 
 
 [Words, though powerful, cannot hurt us (because in their current, corrupted state they do 
not actually mean what we think they mean?). We can only get back on track by re-structuring the 
letters, and to start repairing the educational breakdown wrought by linguistic manipulation, we 
need not consult any dictionaries; they do not hold any answers that can facilitate the necessary 
understanding of how words and the alphabet are formed].    
( . . . ) 
These pages are on the evolution of the very outline of the universal letter-structure. Until this is 
read and understood the very essence of the formations existing slanguages science and universal 
letter symbol outlined structure could and will never be understood, placed or used in an ism. 
 
 [Not until we have read (and understood!) Rammellzee’s Ionic treatise, which speaks 
universal truth about letter manipulation, and which gives us the recipe – the antibodies – to 
counter such manipulation, can we hope to understand the very nature of languages and their 
manipulation. We will be left in the dark, without any isms to guide or systematize our knowledge]. 
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Fig. 33 – Panzerized letter “A” by Rammellzee. Image copied from his treatise on Gothic Futurism. 
 
A Capitol energy houser constructor (finance) formation high bar strategy middle lane missile launcher 
uppercase falls once. Second case, second case second lane missile launcher falls twice, third lane vortex 
complete, all lanes hold complete. Full knowledge complete (Pyramid) formation final beginning knowledge 
of the O (cipher and square) 
 
Fig. 34 – Panzerized letter “B” by Rammellzee. Image copied from the treatise on Gothic Futurism. 
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B First lane readmission, third lane readmission, second lane curved connected to first and third lanes fourth 
lane representing IBILE: undividing E concentric 3, knowledge of the B (formation ground separation). 
Third lane starting first fold from the bottom be the formation R, first stage capitol position. Third lane 
capitol long lane missile launcher second lane equalizer for the first lane. C-Z ALL STRUCTURES 
SIRPIEREULE FORMATED 
( . . . ) 
 
QUANTUMMECHANICS  
                   
              




Fig. 37 – Weaponized “Epsilon” by Rammellzee. Image copied from his Gothic Futurism treatise. 
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The treatise ends with a wild equation for “implosion/explosion” – a sort of mind map over the 
connective tissues between language systems. 
 
 
                      Fig. 38 – An equation by Rammellzee, a form of psycho-linguistics perhaps. Image copied 
                      from his Gothic Futurism treatise.    
                        
𝖅𝕻𝖁𝕹𝖂𝖄𝕷𝕲𝕬𝕭𝕭 
 
“If this knowledge scares you, The Equation is working”95 
There is a lot going on in this treatise. For one, Rammellzee’s fascination with language as 
 
95 Rammellzee, quoted on pamphlet for exhibit at Red Bull Arts.  
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a tool for conceptual and visual subversion is clear enough, as is the symbolic war against the 
confining standardization of the alphabet, the manipulation of letters, and consequently language. It 
is also obvious that the deliberately opaque rebellion initiated by medieval monks against the 
clergy is one Rammellzee thinks we need to continue, if we want to advance to a future state of 
enlightened and unfettered knowledge. To get there, moreover, we need to adopt his linguistic 
theory. It is less clear (at least to me) how we get on board concretely with the tactic of arming 
letters and releasing them from the alphabetical structure. But then again, the war is symbolic, 
which in this case, however, does not mean it is not real. (It is fun to imagine what communication 
would be like if Roman letters were discrete weaponized tanks at work trying to beat the virulent, 
manipulated and manipulative languages).  
But beyond the familiar point that language is hugely consequential for how and what we 
are able to think, and in turn, for how we act and relate to one another and our world, there seems 
to be something else that Rammellzee wanted to get across. Why, we might wonder, was he so 
obsessed with language and with a weaponization of letters, and what did he think a recalibration 
of letters and languages would entail? According to Tate, Rammellzee saw his work as 
fundamentally being about raising our knowledge of language, but not only for the purpose of 
becoming more conscious about how we use and understand it.    
Rammellzee is a military function formation . . . I am ramming the knowledge to an 
elevation and I am understanding the knowledge behind the Zee [the last part of The 
Equation Rammellzee, showing that language is mathematical, and that integers and letters 
are symbiotic symbols?]. Since we are dealing with Roman letters, we have to go back to 
the day when the Romans were using the ram to break down doors. Our situation today is to 
break down a door of knowledge hidden behind society.96 
 
 
96 Rammellzee in Tate, Flyboy 2, 133.  
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So Rammellzee can help us break down doors. Behind society. What awaits us in that hiding 
place? New building blocks for language? A key for a reformation of the alphabet? Or perhaps 
another cipher that frustrates any attempts at comprehension,  And is the behind a specific place, a 
state of mind, or something entirely other-dimensional? Can a mental state be a place? Space can 
be a place as we saw in Sun Ra. Let us turn again to Rammellzee. Tate cites him as arguing that 
“information is encoded within the mathematical structure of the alphabet that will allow human 
beings to leave planet [Earth].”97  
Although we might need an expert code-breaker (or perhaps a myth-scientist) of some kind 
to help us arrive at the behind of society, Rammellzee, like Sun Ra, seems to have invoked an 
alternate realm as a way to propose a desired alternative to the present, one that could be free of its 
shackles. We know he experienced society and culture as structured by restrictive institutions and 
systems of control, like for instance religion and the human reproductive system.98 If we cannot 
untangle ourselves from these and other doctrinaire and biological limitations that prevent us from 
creating something truly new and different, instead of just re-producing what we already have, 
Rammellzee thought, we are not fit for the transformation that can set us free. For that to happen, 
we would have to join the panzerized letters into interstellar space and engage in a symbolic battle 
for sound, for meaning, and for the structure of language, and thus our entire method of naming, 
relating to, and claiming the world we live in. “I tell people, phonetic value does not apply to any 
letter’s structure because the sound is made by the bone structure of the human species, which has 
nothing to do with the integer structure equality. The letter is an integer.” But not all language 
systems are born equal, according to Rammellzee; not all letters are fit to become symbol 
destroyers: “Arabic symbols . . . cannot be armored . . . What they’re saying in Arabic equals the 
 
97 Tate, Flyboy 2, 131. 
98 Ibid. 
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structure of the symbol. What we’re saying does not . . .99  
So, Rammellzee takes aim mostly at Western cultures, and if we read a little creatively, 
perhaps we can construe the disease inflicting those particular cultures as being about the 
hegemonic nature of Western epistemologies and their attendant manipulative appropriation of 
other cultures and traditions. It is not by folding the unfamiliar into our current familiar systems 
that gets us to a higher state of liberation. We must instead, Rammellzee seems to have contended, 
take a hard look at the very frameworks upon which we build our knowledge, and ask ourselves 
whether they are flexible enough in their current state to allow for new (r)evolutionary insights.  
Why create such elaborate science fictions to address these concerns, and what are the 
effects of doing so? What is gained by literally taking language into a different dimension, forging 
its constituent parts into flying space-racers? “The letter appeared from the first dimension. The 
first dimension has total power over everything because it is total electromagnetic energy. It is an 
integer by itself. No one controls the alpha-beta, if you drop the last ‘a,’ it becomes alphabet. 
That’s what they did, but is it total control or it that foolish control?”100 Fiction and language like 
that used by Rammellzee arguably does ram thought into a realm different from the one we tend to 
occupy, thus expanding and provoking us to at least entertain what might at first appear like 
outlandish ideas, but which on closer in(tro)spection do not appear all that farfetched.   
 
“No Guts, No Galaxy”101 
Battlestar InterGalactica ~ Starring (in disorder of appearance): 
 




99 Ibid., 134.  
100 Ibid. 
101 Rammellzee, quoted on Red Bull Arts pamphlet  
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Should we be gutsy enough to venture to outer space to fight for a new linguistic constitution, 
we will be accompanied by a fleet of fantastic creatures who are armed to the teeth with special 
powers and, literally, weapons that will help us win the war against the manipulated timber of the 
alphabet.  
As the first line of defense, the ingenious “Letter Racers,” liberated and de-contextualized from 
their regular alphabetic (dis)order and turned into spacecraft-like projectiles, will bring us to where 
the action is at. Built from scraps of dismissed consumer goods like toys, umbrellas, pens, 
bottlecaps, and shoes, these bad boys and gals are reinforced with Plexiglas, coated with spray-
paint, and mounted on toy car chassis or customized skateboards. Making up a gang of 
stormtroopers, the Letter Racers are ready to be unleashed so they can be at the frontline in the 
galactic battle for the meaning of the wor(l)d. If victorious, they would quash our epistemic 
frameworks, thus unlocking the alphabet and setting themselves free. Modeled on a past culture, 
both materially and spiritually, they can be seen as Rammellzee’s attempt to rebuild a future 
language on the basis of archaeology. Each letter is outfitted with its own unique weaponry and 
capacities.   
 
                 
Figs. 39 (top left) & 40 (top right) - Rammellzee’s “Letter Racers.” Both images © Suzanne Geiss Co., NY. 
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Figs. 41 (top left) & 42 (top right) – Rammellzee’s “Letter Racers.” Both images © Suzanne Geiss Co., NY. 
 
 
Fig. 43 – Rammellzee’s “Letter Racers” and “Garbage God” masks at The “Battle Station.” © Angela Boatwright. 
 
Second in command is an order of colorful “Garbage Gods,” a cadre of wearable shamanic, 
sci-fi looking masks built mostly from bits of garbage found on Gotham’s streets. With names like 
Alpha Positive, Chaser the Eraser, Crux the Monk, Destiny, Igniter, and of course, The 
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RAMM:ELL:ZEE, each represents a character in an epic tale of a cosmic order presided over by 
the latter. Influenced by Japanese Samurai legends, the Garbage Gods represent a vision of an 
imagined elsewhere. Each god, as in all proper myths, is outfitted with special powers: The 
RAMM:ELL:ZEE is the bet enhancer and historian; an engineering “gun slinger” of the “letter 
racer” class. His weaponry is top secret, as is his age. Alpha Positive – a.k.a. “Alpha Bet” – is the 
predator of the “Positive Ikonoklasts.” Special powers include wisdom and wizardry. Crux the 
Monk is a time puzzler and dimension juggler, who makes poison and co-owns the original 
dictionary. The Monk “uses tricks to override the supernaturals, and wears the “fingerbelt” ring of 
the “last odds god” before the last “cosmic flush.”102 
 
 
                      Fig. 44 - The presiding God: The RAMM:ELL:ZEE. Photo © Jaime Rojo 
 
102 See Rammellzee’s description of the entire ensemble of Garbage Gods on the pamphlet for the exhibit at Red 
Bull Arts.  
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Figs. 45 (above left), 46 (middle), and 47 (above right) – Mugshots of three Garbage Gods. Now in order of appearance (left -






              Fig. 48 – Rammellzee as Chaser the Eraser, 2002. © 2018 The Rammellzee Estate. 
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No army is complete without proper body armor, and the amazing, full-size exoskeletons 
Rammellzee constructed were not just sculptures to behold, but functioned as his theatrical, 
futuristic performance encasings during his many music and art shows. Colorful and multi-layered, 
these suits were composed using mostly found or scrapped materials that glitter and glow in the 
dark and evoke mystical creatures from non-Western rituals and other-earthly places and traditions. 
Some of these costumes were apparently weaponized quite literally, having rockets and firework 
attached to them, some of which are known to have fired off during performances. “The 
Gasholeer” is one of the most remarkable exoskeletons. It weighs 148 pounds and is inspired by an 
android he painted on a subway train in 1981. Rammellzee’s description sounds like a proud 
completion of a science project: 
From both wrists, I can shoot seven flames, nine flames from each sneaker’s heel, and 
colored flames from the throat. Two girl doll heads hanging from my waist and in front of 
my balls spit fire and vomit smoke . . . The sound system consists of a Computator which is 
a system of screws with wires. These screws can be depressed when the keyboard gun is 
locked into it. The sound travels through the keyboard and screws, then through the 
Computator, then the belt, and up to the four mid-range speakers (with tweeters). This is all 
balanced by a forward wheel from a jet fighter plane. I also use an echo chamber, Vocoder, 
and system of strobe lights. A coolant device keeps my head and chest at normal 
temperature. A 100-watt amp and batteries give me power.103 
 
As serious as life itself, indeed. Rammellzee retrofitted, re-purposed, re-invented and re-
produced coherence out of scraps from consumer culture to construct what could be called a 
fortress of imagistic power. He created a new spatial grammar; a sort of alternative text of reality 
designed to etch out a new space for different social and political reference points that to assert 
 
103 Quoted in Mark Dery, “Black to the Future: Interviews with Samuel R. Delany, Greg Tate, and Tricia  
Rose,” in Flame Wars: The Discourse of Cyberculture, ed. Mark Dery, (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
1994), 185. 
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itself in the world requires participation of a collectivity – one that is willing to re-formulate a 
knowledge-foundation that have yielded a world that although wonder-full could be even more so 
if we would reevaluate what we think, say, and how we say it. Old habits tend to get in the way of 



















  67 
III 
Supreme “Imaginal machines”104  
Writing has nothing to do with meaning. It has to do with landsurveying and cartography, 
including the mapping of countries yet to come. 
- Gilles Deleuze 
 
I mentioned earlier that I would be stingy about bringing theory to Sun Ra and 
Rammellzee’s already conceptual work. The following is an attempt both to discuss how their 
artistic practices seen in the light of familiar ideas and theoretical frameworks might shed new light 
on established epistemes, and to further articulate the how their work may allow us to have more 
open-ended conversations about ideas that are starting, it seems, to resonate more strongly and 
make their way back in from the edges of memory and scholarship, where they have been subdued 
under the weight of staunchly realist and rationalist discourses, and negative critical modes of 
engagement that allow little room for imagination, fantasy, play, and fiction.  
 
(Afro)futurism and futurity in Sun Ra and Rammellzee  
The work of Sun Ra and Rammellzee is widely perceived as Afrofuturist, and certain 
elements of their practice fit well into that categorization, especially, I would argue, if we 
emphasize the -futurist part. I have acknowledged the importance of race for Sun Ra’s work, and 
the choice not to delve into it has primarily been out of a concern with trying to establish a 
conversation about radically alternative kinds of study and epistemes, without speculating about the 
underlying causal factors of their possibility. Besides, both Szwed in his biography, and 
Youngquist in A Pure Solar World tell the story of Sun Ra from a socio-political perspective and 
masterfully discuss how race affected his life and work. As for Rammellzee, who was of mixed 
 
104 This term is from Stevphen Shukaitis’ Imaginal Machines: Autonomy & Self-Organization in the Revolutions 
of Everyday Life, (London: Minor Compositions, 2009).    
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African-American and Italian heritage, I would argue that race was of little if any significance to 
his concerns. In fact, none of the sources I have come across and consulted in my research on his 
work mention anything about if and how race was influential for Rammellzee, and to my 
knowledge he did not himself address it in public. I have also made the case that Sun Ra’s 
preoccupations transcend problems of racial particularity, and that both he and Rammellzee had a 
universally oriented mission: to transform the present by looking to (and also from in Sun Ra’s 
case) some kind of future time. The element of futurity, therefore, ultimately outpaces that of race, 
to my mind; at the very least it seems possible to have a productive conversation about Sun Ra’s 
work without basing it on problems of race and racism.  
 
The term “Afrofuturism” was allegedly invented by writer and cultural critic Mark Dery in 
his 1994 essay “Black to the Future” as a way to capture and characterize a series of creative and 
intellectual practices, whereby black writers, artists, musicians, and theorists have responded to the 
social and historical conditions that have shaped black life in America and in other diasporic 
communities. For Dery, more specifically, Afrofuturistic work is characterized as a kind of 
"speculative fiction that treats African-American themes and addresses African-American concerns 
in the context of 20th century techno culture.”105  
These forms of resistance are often not located in the mainstream, one does not just casually 
encounter them. To find such counter-hegemonic narratives, Dery informs us, we need to look in 
“unlikely places, constellated from far-flung points.”106 Enter: Sun Ra and Rammellzee. Other oft-
cited examples of Afrofuturist work include John Sayle’s movie The Brother from Another Planet 
 
105 Dery, 180. In the essay, Dery documents the Afrofuturist movement’s multimedia and interdisciplinary nature 
through brief interviews with some of its central and most celebrated figures like science fiction writer Samuel 
Delany, theorist and musician Greg Tate), and Tricia Rose, a scholar of black American culture and pop music. 
106 Ibid.  
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(1984), John Akomfrah’s Sci-fi/documentary The Last Angel of History (1996), music like Jimi 
Hendrix’s Electric Ladyland (1968), George Clinton’s Computer Games (1982), Herbie 
Hancock’s Future Shock (1983), and Lee “Scratch” Perry’s dub reggae.107 What these cultural 
artifacts share, and more importantly for our purposes what makes them subject to Afrofuturist 
categorization, is their ability to tell inclusivist stories about universal matters of concern: how to 
live better in the real world. They do so by using and fusing elements of fantasy, magic, and 
technology (Sayle and Akomfrah), and by inventing new sounds, beats, rhythms, and production 
techniques (Hendrix, Clinton, Hancock, and Sun Ra) that challenge, upend, and confront our 
mental and sensory constitution with imaginary, innovative, and persuasive depictions of how the 
particular and universal are not dichotomous or rigidly binary, and that the future is a universal 
concept, a common concern, that is best tackled collectively. If we hope to facilitate a truly 
inhabitable future, we should, these producers tell us, start to figure out how to transcend 
unnecessary social, racial, and political divisions, and find common ground while also celebrating 
particularity and difference.  
So, beyond articulating problems and concerns about race from within and addressed to a 
distinctly black space, Afrofuturist practitioners confront decidedly universal experiences and 
questions in their “speculative fictions.” We see that in both Sun Ra and Rammellzee, whose 
observations and mythologies about music and language as universal forms of power and 
transformation do not admit of racial boundaries, just as their treatment of futurity is grounded in 
concerns that pertain to culture and society more generally. In Sun Ra, moreover, ideas about time 
and space are not restricted to envisioning a uniquely black future.  
One of the merits of Afrofuturism and its closely related cousin, science fiction, is that the 
 
107 Eshun, More Brilliant. Eshun dedicates time to each of these artists throughout his book and shows us how 
they create innovative aesthetic forms that facilitate uniquely transcendental physical and cognitive experiences.  
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kinds of stories told from within these futuristic and techno-cultural frameworks teach us 
something about our present moment by inviting us to look at it differently, and to question the 
ways societies are organized currently. In this sense, futurity and technology become resources of 
critique addressing the present, instead of being about future time per se. By invoking the future, 
such fictions enable us to see that what we take as natural or social facts – e.g., race, gender, 
identity and perhaps even time and place – are themselves contingent fictions. Science fiction 
writer Samuel R. Delany says that science fiction is not about (predicting) the future. Instead, he 
suggests, it gives us a “significant distortion of the present.”108 On this reading, future orientation 
facilitates a speculative intensification of the (always fleeting) now that illuminates its conditions 
of both foreclosure and possibility. If it is not about predicting the future, then, futurity can be a 
way to take hold of it and try to pre-program it according to visions of desired alternatives to the 
present. We might think of futurity in this context as distinct from mere future-orientation; as 
having a particular valence or quality that speaks to and for novelty, the unexpected and 
surprisingly different, the weird and unknown, the novum.109   
This, I want to suggest, is what Sun Ra and Rammellzee were up to, and that is what 
continues to make them valuable as sources for thought and knowledge. They built a new language, 
using material artifacts, technology, and music to express and make vivid the urgent situation we 
have continued to be in since they departed, and to suggest how we might start to move on to more 
interesting and sustainable ways of engaging the world, both mentally and materially. Sun Ra’s 
early adoption of the Moog synthesizer and his unconventional usage of musical instruments 
allowed him to probe new dimensions of sound, thus challenging and expanding notions of what 
music is and can be, and his reliance upon ancient Egyptian and outer space iconography and dress 
 
108 Quoted in Eshun, “Further Considerations on Afrofuturism,” in The New Centennial Review, vol. 3, No. 2 
(Summer, 2003), 290.   
109 Novum is a term used in science fiction to describe the fictional but plausible innovations dreamt up in such 
literature.  
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helped cement his mythos of alter-destiny. Rammellzee used graffiti and appropriated discarded 
consumer products to create a cosmos where Roman letters and mystical creatures were tasked 
with raising our consciousness about how we use language to both create and destroy our world. In 
this way, both of them appropriated, reconceived, redeployed, and enrolled artifacts and technology 
into their performative activities to fit their specific ideas about social change and alteration of 
human consciousness, in the process creating their own unique material sites of contestation and 
dissent from a larger cultural context they found disagreeable. 
 
This enactment and demonstration of a world on different terms than the given, this refusal 
to use the master’s tools and to instead create idiosyncratic worlds, not only constitutes a refusal of 
the given. Such undertakings also represent profound acts of hope, both in and for the now and the 
future. Art, music, performance, study, writing, and thinking are all in some way future-oriented 
acts of hope. We write and compose for a future audience; we think, perform, and study in the 
present so we can be in it and in the future now more thoughtfully and better prepared (we hope). 
But hope and futurity are modulated not just by what we do, but also how we feel, so it matters 
what sources we rely on for conditioning our mind and our emotional proclivity, aptitude, and 
disposition. This is where aesthetic forms like art and music can offer something plain theory might 
not in the same way. I am curious to know what the social and political implications of theorizing 
with Sun Ra and Rammellzee could be. How might they allow us to maintain hope in the face of a 
difficult present that challenges and tests such hope daily? Their ability to look creatively beyond 
the now while facing it seems to be important, both for sustaining hope, and for inciting socially 
and politically potent action that can dismantle undesired conditions in the present.  
In the essay “Further Considerations on Afrofuturism,” Eshun addresses the temporal 
aspect of Afrofuturist work as animated by hope. Neither retrospective nor predictive, he suggests, 
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such work is instead about proposing a set of counter-futures to settle score with the past and the 
present.110 A constitution of a desired time and place is sought by extending “into the field of the 
future” the vigilance necessary to indict “imperial modernity.”111 Sun Ra and Rammellzee’s 
alternative scenarios can therefore be seen as valuable, speculative resources that both indict and 
bring into view certain conditions of (im)possibility. At the same time, their denunciation of the 
present dislodges a linear time as progress narrative like that offered by Hegel in his 
Phenomenology, and in this sense their work, in Eshun’s parlance, “yokes philosophy together with 
brutality, and binds cruelty to temporality . . . so as to disabuse apparatuses of knowledge of their 
innocence.”112 
 
Beyond using futurity as a critical tool, both Sun Ra and Rammellzee used outer space – 
another common trope in Afrofuturist work – as a way to reject and propose something different 
than the given. There is more space in outer space, we might say, for the imagination to roam free, 
and for new stories to be told. But if Afrofuturism deals, in spatial terms, with a ‘beyond’ or an 
‘outside’ of this world, rash escapism is not its declared or desired goal. In Sun Ra’s literary and 
musical creations, for example, outer space becomes a place from which to get a better look at this 
world, at life as it plays out on planet Earth, without getting caught up in its particularities. As we 
saw, Sun Ra spoke as (if) an outside observer; that is, he looked at the world (as if) from outer 
space, assuming a vantage point similar to that of a satellite, and that enabled him to formulate a 
unique set of questions and concerns. Instead of primarily focusing on and fighting for material, 
social reform, he entertained ideas about what it can and cannot mean to be human in spiritual 
 
110 Ibid.  
111 Ibid., 288.  
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terms. Reversing our ontological expectations and challenging our epistemological wherewithal, 
Sun Ra resolutely constructed a world where humans and aliens have swapped roles, shifting the 
ground to suggest that humans are the actual aliens. Talk of getting out, then, is perhaps more about 
staying in, but under changed premises.  
 
But even if outer space and futurity can be powerful modes of critique, they are challenged 
as such by the notion that in fact they have already been colonized and claimed. About futurity, 
Dery submits that the “unreal estate” of futurity is already a crowded space claimed by and now 
crawling with (mostly white) “technocrats, futurologists, streamliners, and set designers . . . who 
have engineered our collective fantasies” leaving no room for non-industrial or anti-capitalist 
speculation or imagination.113 (It is weird contemplating futurity’s imagination-space as somehow 
bounded or limited, as having a finite storage capacity. . . one might also challenge the idea of a 
“collective fantasy” that has been engineered and pegged to specific coordinates dreamt up by 
future traders and other opportunist forces seeking to cash in on future forecasting (which really 
means forcefully shaping the future to satisfy their wishes and desires).  
Others have made similar claims about an already colonized and monetized future, 
proposing the existence of what Eshun has called a “futures industry,” or in Mark Fisher’s 
parlance, “SF (science fiction) capital.”114 The basic idea is that science fiction and futurism have 
been turned into a business-facing laboratory for real-world research and development, and that 
there is a “synergy and positive feedback between future-oriented media and capital.”115 As such, 
future-orientation has become a venture that thrives on and derives its power from control through 
prediction, and that promotes itself on its efficient “envisioning, management, and delivery of 
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114 Quoted in Eshun, “Further Considerations,” 290. 
115 Ibid. 
  74 
reliable futures.”116   
If, as Eshun and Fisher claim, futurism and science fiction have been instrumentalized, 
financialized, and turned into utilitarian market research tools used to develop consumer products 
in the name of profit, then it is a naïve mistake to think of Afrofuturism solely as a utopian vehicle 
for imagining alternate social realities. And, even if futurity has been claimed as a tool of power by 
the already powerful, who use it to control the story and hold onto said power, there are certain 
practices, ideas, and ways of thinking about social progress that are not easily recuperated and 
folded into the dominant logics and mechanisms of free-market capitalism and a futures industry 
that in order to thrive needs to tame, appease and otherwise erase any traces of serious and perhaps 
even threatening forms of resistance and transgression. I think the work of Sun Ra and Rammellzee 
fits that bill. They manage, to my mind, to launch a resistant, insurgent counter-futurism, to stay 
incorruptible, and to maintain a radicality and a mode of defiance that cannot be entirely 
instrumentalized, and this has to do with a certain degree of opacity that sustains their work as 
eminently enigmatic, and therefore more resilient to industrialization, financialization, and 
cooptation. Sun Ra’s speech, writing, musical composition and performance can be characterized 
as partially unfathomable, esoteric, and opaque. The same goes for Rammellzee. Parts of his 
philosophy are difficult to grasp, and sections of his Ionic Treatise are hardly decipherable. They 
also both talked about and through convoluted equations, and Rammellzee even referred to himself 
as one.  
Why would they deliberately cloak parts of their practice in mystery? Well, for one, it keeps 
us guessing. It messes with our sensemaking desires, it disturbs our interpretive capacity, it irritates 
our urge to grasp and master the material before us – and it makes us wonder! We might also think 
of their unique form of mythification as a form of playful rebellion that disavows and aims to resist 
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comprehensive legibility over and against hegemonic ideologies and epistemologies that seek to 
systematize and determine their art as being about this or that. Perhaps we might even ask what it 
means for their work to be placed in a lineage of practices that are subsumed under the label of 
Afrofuturism (as any proper critical scholar knows, one must be wary of reductive isms!). 
Although it is a useful framework in some respects, perhaps it also directs thought in unnecessarily 
restrictive ways? When approaching objects with preestablished frameworks and ideas about their 
content and meaning, and how they exist in relation to other phenomena, perhaps we end up merely 
reproducing old ideas instead of generating new ones, thereby getting in the way of epistemological 
innovation?  
 
Édouard Glissant once proclaimed: “We must clamor for the right to opacity for everyone.” 
In Manthia Diawara’s documentary One World in Relation (2009), Glissant explains opacity as an 
aesthetic concept that pertains to a certain claim and right to be in the world, in a way that enables 
one to push back against those totalizing forces and appropriative forms of comprehension that 
confine ways of knowing and seeing by limiting them to already existing schema. More 
specifically, opacity in Glissant’s usage has to do with unknowability, a certain “poetics of 
relation” that must be defended for any radically democratic project to succeed. Defined as “an 
alterity that is unquantifiable, and as a diversity that exceeds categories of identifiable difference,” 
Glissantian opacity reveals the limits of standard schemas of visibility, representation, and 
identity.117 For Glissant, such schemas are a form of barbarism, because they make ontological and 
aesthetic claims that essentially deny certain possibilities of existence and knowledge.118  
It is not hard to see then, that although Glissant’s ideas about opacity are articulated in the 
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118 Ibid.  
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context of post-colonial conditions in Martinique, the concept lends itself well to thinking about the 
social and political implications of the opaque qualities of Sun Ra and Rammellzee’s creative 
practices. In addition to a relational concept, opacity can be thought of as an aesthetic tactic, and as 
a kind of political platform that seeks to obstruct technological and social control in an epistemic 
vein. If we cannot fully comprehend something, it is harder for us to control and subsume it under 
the already known. Sun Ra and Rammellzee built a new language of dissidence, and thereby 
managed to construct a space for study that enabled them to address phenomena from a position of 
radical inventiveness. 
 
But their work also has a transience to it that sustains its relevance and underscores its 
ability to maintain an anarchic edge. The invocation of different temporalities (we are in a post-
apocalyptic world with Sun Ra, and in an indeterminable cosmic state with Rammellzee where 
flying letters, gods, and an army of cyborgs are waiting for the flush that will be the 
commencement of advanced cognition) work to oppose and dissolve a future-oriented, strategy-
saturated organization of time that enables and sustains current regimes of control, labor, precarity, 
exploitation, oppression, displacement, individualism, private property, and collective 
vulnerability. By doing so, Sun Ra and Rammellzee allows us to ask how we can resist the 
temptation to organize constantly for the future in the present, thus bending to predatory capitalism, 
with its impetus to constantly expand, grow, develop, and advance in the name of profit and 
profitability. Can we, by conceiving of time against the grain of such logics, depoliticize and 
cripple tendencies to optimize and instrumentalize the present in the name of the future? Can we 
harness the best of utopian thought and sentiments without being accused of abstract idealism and 
vain attempts to avoid confronting the present on its given terms?  
  77 
 
A utopia for every present  
There is, Theodor W. Adorno contended in a 1964 conversation with his friend Ernst Bloch 
about the contradictions of utopian longing, a “strange shrinking of utopian consciousness;” a loss 
of “the capability to imagine the totality as something that could be completely different . . . people 
are sworn to this world as it is, and have this blocked consciousness vis-à-vis possibility.”119 This 
reduction of the future to the present involves implicating utopia in static modes of thought instead 
of disruptive ones, and Bloch presciently observed that “there is a very clear interest that has 
prevented the world from being changed into the possible.”120 Utopian thinking, then as now, can 
be easily coopted to work in favor of the existing, capitalist order, instead of against it, thus 
reducing it to the present and the actual by eradicating its claim to the future, the not-yet, i.e., what 
is possible over and against what is given. As Susan McManus puts it, the political implications of 
this reductive mode of thinking is that “the spirit of the possible is negated,” and as a consequence, 
the future becomes, in a sense, colonized by the present; instead of opening time and spaces of 
becoming, and instead of producing spaces of alterity and critique, it is captured and entangled in 
the web of the present.121 
If the sonic and visual worlds of Sun Ra and Rammellzee are not exactly what is typically 
conceived of as utopian yearnings, they do aspire to a radical remaking of the world in what we 
might call a utopian vein. So even if they are not classifiable as traditionally utopian, there are 
certainly elements of hope and futurity in their ideas and practices, which are grounded in the same 
kind of imaginative capacity that is involved in utopian thinking and work, and which share its 
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merits of expanding the limits of what we can, dare, and want to think about, by enabling us to 
construct stories of hope. Art and music, in addition to writing, allow us to deal “with the existence 
of the inexistent,” as Bloch invites us to do, and perhaps the imaginative freedom facilitated by 
sonic and visual forms, and the relative ease with which they travel across time and space, make 
them particularly powerful as modalities of change and futurity in a utopian register.  
 Now, utopian forms of artistic practice might invite headshaking and cautionary finger-
wagging, dismissive words of constraint and even insult from those of us who hang on tight to the 
notion that what we (think we) know to be real and practicable necessarily excludes the kinds of 
radical postures that lack a practical political program to support and implement utopic ideas. A 
revival of futurity and of positing alternate futures is not itself a political program or practice; yet 
there is something convincing about the idea that a utopian vision is the (necessary?) precondition 
for any future action that wants to revolutionize the world.  
The question remains whether we need utopian thinking to disrupt the idea that the given 
realities are the only possible realities, and if such thinking is a productive epistemology that can 
help us in the present. 
 
Catalysts of change 
There are so many qualities of Sun Ra and Rammellzee’s work that can be seen as 
disruptive of tradition and orthodox modes of knowing and relating to the world. They were not 
just thinking about how to go beyond the given, they were actively doing it. Not only did they 
challenge and toy with legibility and straightforward categorization by flaunting musical, artistic, 
and epistemological conventions. The audacity and radicality of their work, then, inheres in its very 
execution; their work is the transformation most of us only theorize or dream of realizing. What 
they did was intrinsically transgressive and committed to a kind of aesthetic rupture, where 
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consensus is overwhelmed by (r)evolutionary ideas and mythical creations which invoke something 
new, at once out of reach and immanent in the present. In that sense, we can see them as catalysts 
for thoughtful dialogue and critical thinking about alternatives to the status quo we inhabit at every 
moment on spaceship earth, and potential never too far-flung futures. In Sun Ra’s description: 
A lot of people have tried to contain or limit me, but that is not my type of being; you might 
call me a catalyst, a catalyst changes everything . . . we are the ones doing the judging as to 
what is proper for us to survive, not god or anybody else . . . paving the way for humanity 
to recognize the myth, and become part of my mythocracy, instead of their theocracy or 
democracy or any other -ocracies . . . they can become part of the magic myth . . . the myth 
can do more for humanity than anything they ever dreamed was possible.122 
 
Rammellzee, like Sun Ra, was a catalyst of change negotiating on his own terms and refusing 
earthly institutions of control. Both of them created themselves in their own image through a 
process that to borrow a phrase from Stevphen Shukaitis can be described as “mythopoetic self-
institution.”123 By claiming a position away from petrified structures of domination – be it in outer 
space or in a Battle Station sealed off from public scrutiny – voyages out of the world becomes an 
“imaginal machine” with which to contemplate and organize how to get out of the current mess.124 
If utopia has no place in this world, it might be tempting to leave it by constructing an imagery and 
narrative of space travel which brings together rejection (of the given) and desire (for the new). The 
imaginal re-composition of the world, then, functions as a projection of hope and as a way of 
coping in the world as it is, while showing what it could be.125 
For both Sun Ra and Rammellzee, space was a place where new forms of play and 
imagination could be had, and where a possibility space that could not be foreclosed or contained 
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could be established. Their sonic, philosophical, and linguistic theories and manifestos were not 
(only) about seeking refuge from a bad, mad world; instead they were more about the sensorial and 
mental implications of leaving the perpetual illogic of our age. None of what they did was about 
alien-nation for the sake of alienation. As Shukaitis reminds us, emergent, radically different 
futures are defined by their distinctive otherness relative to the status quo, and therefore it is not the 
least bit weird if they appear alien to us; if not, they wouldn’t be other worlds at all but merely a 
rearrangement of the present.126 What can be gained through the cognitive gymnastics we do when 
we imagine? And how does the imagined “outside” created through space motifs foment social and 
cultural energies that can rejuvenate social movement?  
 
Recently, on the radio show On Being, Rabbi Lawrence Kushner discussed everyday 
mysticism with host Krista Tippett. He suggested that ours is a moment when we are waking up 
from being hung over from rationalism and secularism, and that mysticism has gained broad appeal 
on the basis of such disenchantment. “I think what our generation seems to be living through is the 
realization that rationalism is only part of the answer, and that religion has to offer something else 
besides an indirect experience of the divine.”127 The present generation, Kushner claimed, is 
opening up to the idea that perhaps mysticism might better address and help us come to terms with 
the fears and anxieties we face in the present than pure rationality.128 Mysticism, when accepted, 
possible, and permissible, threatens organized doctrine and modes of thought; it creates anarchy, so 
it is pushed back against. It is anti-authoritarian – it is healthy! 
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IV 
How matter comes to matter: Eshun’s “conceptechnics” 
If you have been reading the pages of this thesis in chronological order, it should by now be 
abundantly evident that Eshun has been a major source of inspiration and aspiration throughout this 
research. I have leaned on and even tried to mimic Eshun’s tone in the foregoing, and I have quoted 
him at some length because his way of seeing and sensing his objects of study is remarkably 
constructive (instead of reductive), uplifting (instead of negatively critical), generous (and therefore 
enriching), refreshingly frank, and fiercely innervating. (If you thought the preceding was 
idiosyncratic, you are in for another such treat). 
Through the invention of countless cheeky and profoundly insightful neologisms and slang, 
and weirdly meaningful yet nonsensical sentences – like for instance “metamorphonic,” “motion-
capturing,” “conceptechnics,” “[r]earview,” “the thermodynamics of conundrums,” “the fallout 
from phonemes,” “mathemagical weapon,” “Schizophony,” “Superception,” “octagonal 
consciousness,” “psychopathogenetics,” “Artifactualizer,” “united mutations of America,” 
“cygborganographics,” Chaosmic kemistry,” “hypercussion,” “the engineer is an imagineer” (you 
get the idea) – Eshun makes sentences and concepts come alive and fly off the page to constitute a 
possibility space similar to that of Sun Ra and Rammellzee, and that makes reading his work, in 
particular More Brilliant, a rare aesthetic pleasure. Instead of resorting to the usual academic style 
of writing, with its uptight formal and structural rules and restrictions, Eshun plays with literary, 
linguistic, and genre conventions (he is nominally writing from ‘within’ cultural studies) to great 
liberating and mind-expanding effect. Turning the pages of More Brilliant feels like dancing to the 
best music (its object) you have never heard before; you are not quite sure where you are going or 
how you got there, but it feels so good. The text flexes; it feels muscular with its declarative 
sentences – it is ready for and has already taken off. Here is a passage with the subtitle “The 
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possibility space of fictional frequencies” that brings home what I am trying to get across: 
Sonic Fiction, electronic fiction, with frequencies fictionalized, synthesized and organized 
into escape routes. Sonic Fiction replaces lyrics with possibility spaces, with a plan for 
getting out of jail free . . . Sonic Fiction strands you in the present . . . [it] is the first stage of 
a reentry program which grasps this very clearly. Sonic Fictions are part of modern music’s 
MythSystems. Moving through living space, real-world environments that are already alien. 
Operating instructions for the escape route from yourself. Overthrow the Internal Empire of 
your head. Secede from the stupidity of intelligence, the inertia of good taste, the rigor 
mortis of cool. You’ve been born into a rigged prison which the jailors term Real Life. 
Sonic Fiction is the manual for your own offworld breakout, reentry program, for entering 
Earth’s orbit and touching down on the landing strip of your senses.129 
  
This passage, like many others in the book, makes reading feel like listening to persuasive 
music. Eshun’s compositional flow, tone and rhythm, brokers new synaptic connections upon 
exposure, and provides an experience not that dissimilar from what we are treated to with Sun Ra’s 
music and Rammellzee’s Gothic Futurism. The wor(l)ds Eshun engineers to construct and convey 
his points invite one’s imagination and perception to trip, fall, and plunge into a world more 
colorful, wonder-full, and perhaps more brilliant, than where one might have started out at the 
text’s beginning. 
What to my mind facilitates this style of writing is that Eshun, instead of bringing theory to 
his object of study, enters it on its material terms, and speaks through instead of into or around it. 
That approach feels so rewarding, because it is generative at every turn of phrase, astonishingly 
perplexing and elevating; it directly taps into and opens up a sensory reaction and involvement that 
is almost tactile. His text has the effect Eshun ascribes to the music of Sun Ra and other composers 
he treats in More Brilliant – it creeps under the skin and stimulates one’s nervous system with its 
lyrical and poetic lingo. The text dances, jumps, raves, celebrates, and yearns alongside its subjects, 
 
129 Eshun, More Brilliant, 103.  
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leaving one slightly dizzy, exhausted, and hungry, like after a long swim in a gracious ocean. And 
like with a luxurious swim in a salty ocean, one can barely wait to rinse and repeat. Rarely have I 
been left with such a surplus of ideas, insights, sensations, and excitement after reading a book.  
 Another virtue of More Brilliant is that Eshun narrates and shows, but does not tell us the 
how, the what, or the why in grand explanatory tones and with the aid of some major theory or 
theoretical apparatus. There is no dogma, no overarching ideology, no negative criticism, no taking 
anyone to task for their misdeeds or oblivion. And this is part of why Eshun’s writing is so 
immensely refreshing. The pages brim with peculiar observations and descriptions of experiences 
had with and through music and all of its human, visual, and material components, including album 
art, liner notes, record sleeves, stage design, performances, poetry, graffiti, costumes, etc. Here is 
what he is up to in his own words:  
The history book that crams in everything only succeeds in screening out the strangeness of 
[insert your particular object of study]. In its bid for universality, such a book dispels the 
artificiality that all humans crave. By contrast, More Brilliant . . . goes to extremes to 
extrude the illogic other studies flee. It happily deletes familiar names and historical 
precedence . . . it refuses entry to comforting origins and social context . . . More Brilliant 
than the Sun’s achievement is to design, manufacture, fabricate, synthesize, cut, paste and 
edit . . . open up a new plane of Sonic Fiction, the secret life of forms . . . it turns away from 
roots; it opposes common sense with the force and the power of falsity. . . Be prepared, be 
ready to trade everything you know about the history of [insert object of study] for a 
glimpse of its future.130  
 
I am not making the case that all scholarship in its existing forms is dull or uninspiring, 
limited or too negative. But I do want to suggest that for all its rigor and seriousness, academic 
scholarship needs a breath of fresh (and fun) air. The canons fired long ago, and we could benefit 
from new theoretical implements of the sort rarely encountered in standard fare curricula and 
 
130 Ibid., 4-1 (again, page count of the introduction is in count-down mode) 
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assignments. I am a firm believer in the critical potential and importance of what we call “critical 
theory,” but I would like to make a case for spicing things up a bit, by approaching our questions 
and problems not with less rigor and critical ability, but with a generative and constructive frame of 
mind that celebrates and praises more often than what we might initially be comfortable with. Why 
speak in what sometimes appears to be an unwarranted limited variety of forms and registers, when 
we can branch out and multiply, test(ify) and scrutinize with so many other modes of perception 
and style? We do not speak the same language when we arrive at our institutions of learning and 
inquiry; why would we have to upon leaving them? Let us translate more generously by going 
along with the terms set by that which is different and unfamiliar; let us celebrate difference and 
our lack of comprehension; let us dare to be outsiders and witnesses to the practice of others 
without feeling the need to bend it to fit our schema, rules, and ways of doing things. Let us not 
sacrifice creativity, intuition, and our sense-based forms of knowledge for a narrow focus on 
content and meaning. Let us develop a descriptive vocabulary for those sensuous experiences, so 
they can be as alive for us as they are in themselves. Can we, like Eshun, create new conceptual 
spaces and accelerated epistemes capable of transforming our knowledge of the world and 
transgressing our cognitive mapping capacities to suggest new forms of relations and futures? Can 
we manufacture new concepts to disrupt current ones, in order to re-deploy them in ways that allow 
us to better relate to a reality that is perplexing and not adequately met by the meaning-making that 
results from mainstream methodologies and intellectual categories? What can happen if we pull our 
thinking out of its familiar routine and orbit? We do not need to have a theory for everything, 
perhaps it is worthwhile lingering and being suspended in speculation. Changing conditions require 
epistemological (r)evolution. If we feel like we are at an impasse, if we feel like there is no 
alternative to predatory capitalism and to the current social and political structures and institutions, 
perhaps that is precisely when we urgently need to construct and mobilize a new arsenal of 
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concepts and different ways of reading the world around us. 
 
Can we be “Against Interpretation?” 
 
In her 1964 essay “Against Interpretation,” Susan Sontag urged: “In place of a 
hermeneutics we need an erotics of art.” Might we look to that statement as a guiding post for how 
to conceive of study these days? 
Interpretation first appeared in late classical antiquity, Sontag tells us, when the power of 
myth was broken by the “realistic” worldview introduced by the scientific enlightenment, and its 
attendant need to interpret ancient texts to reconcile them with “modern demands.”131 Nowadays, 
Sontag contends, interpretation in its modern style excavates, destroys, digs “behind” the text to 
find a sub-text which is the “true” one, its real content and meaning.132 The problem Sontag has 
with this form of interpretation is that by presupposing a discrepancy between the reader and the 
text’s clear meaning, which it attempts to resolve, interpretation becomes a process of assimilation, 
of translation, and of alteration, and although that might not be problematic in and of itself, Sontag 
cautions against its potentially reactionary, impertinent, and stifling effects, which, she thinks, 
ultimately poisons our sensibilities. Interpretation of this kind, Sontag proclaims, “is the revenge of 
the intellect upon the world.”133 To interpret, then, “is to impoverish, to deplete the world” – in 
order to set up a shadow world of ‘meanings.’”134 But, she complains, our world is already 
“depleted” and “impoverished” enough. “Away with all the duplicates,” Sontag commands, at least 
“until we again experience more immediately what we have.”135 And more, interpretation in its 
modern (per)version is a kind of “refusal to leave the work of art alone. Real art has the capacity to 
 
131 Susan Sontag, “Against Interpretation,” in Against Interpretation and Other Essays (New York: Picador, 
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make us nervous. By reducing the work of art to its content . . . one tames [it]. Interpretation makes 
art manageable, conformable.”136 She holds up as an example of an artwork that should be left un-
interpreted, at least as a first reaction, the movie Last year at Marienbad. What matters most in the 
perception of this beautifully shot picture, is the “pure, un-translatable, sensuous immediacy of 
some of its images.”137 We must, Sontag says, abstain from un-creative acts of interpretation.  
What’s especially resonant in her message in the context of the foregoing discussion is the 
point of contention she raises about interpretation’s will to power, and how by going to it as a 
kneejerk reaction to the phenomena we engage, we might miss out on certain kinds of ineffable or 
otherwise illegible experiences that in their pure form can grant us something beyond the usual. I 
think Eshun’s mode of study and expression could be the promise Sontag missed in her critique of 
interpretation. When interpretation is done with such sensibility and respect for the object of study, 
it need not be a destructive act of reductive manipulation and domestication.  Instead, when done 
right, interpretation can yield something new; it can be truly constructive of new forms of art, and, 








136 Ibid., 8. 
137 Ibid., 9. 
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V 
Stories and imagination as weapons of hope 
What is now proved was once only imagin’d 
- William Blake 
 
Of the university in the United States Moten and Stefano Harney, in their The 
Undercommons (2013), surmise: “It cannot be denied that the university is a place of refuge, and it 
cannot be accepted that the university is a place of enlightenment.”138 Although the latter half of 
this provocation to my mind is an overstatement, it does get at one of the central questions I have 
tried to address here; namely the question of why it sometimes feels unnecessarily difficult to have 
innovative discussions in our universities, the very institutions that ostensibly exist to foster them, 
and why, moreover, it sometimes is so hard to introduce new thinkers and ways of doing things 
into a place that prides itself of being on the forefront of knowledge production and staying 
vigilantly abreast of what is going on in the world. I have also tried to suggest that if the university 
fails us (and, by implication, if we fail it), instead of only complaining about its trying aspects and 
its submission to the pernicious forces of neo-liberalization and financialization, it might prove 
better to think creatively and proactively about what study and knowledge production are and can 
be.  
By thinking with Sun Ra, Rammellzee, and Kodwo Eshun, I have offered an idea of what a 
new and constructive approach to how we study, but also to how we teach and communicate our 
ideas, could look like. Moten and Harney describe study as primarily being about sociability, 
something we can do together wherever and whenever. It is not exclusively beholden to specific 
methods, metrics, outcomes, or material settings. To undertake study, then, is about an unspecified 
 
138 Fred Moten and Stefano Harney, The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning & Black Study, (New York: Minor 
Compositions, 2013), 26. 
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and perhaps spontaneous communion, presence, and proximity to any given material reality; it is a 
relation, a way of showing up with and for others.”139 When done right, when study is undertaken 
with care and attention to what ails and concerns us, but also to what excites and delights us, what 
we find joy and take pleasure in, it can perhaps help us be more compassionate and understanding 
of one another and the world we inhabit and share with so many other creatures. Sometimes, I 
suspect, such caring relations are not fostered best by clamoring for canonical traditions. After all, 
what has already been said, done, and thought has only gotten us so far. So, if we merely address 
our complex and contradictory reality with the same old epistemes, and by lamenting the fallen 
state of knowledge in a “post-truth” age, how can we hope to mobilize the energy and vision 
required for social transformation? What we must do instead, it seems to me, is to stay vigilant in 
the face of both good and bad transformation, and that involves figuring out how to best relate to a 
constantly changing present. To that end, we need to keep a watchful eye on our tendencies to 
prematurely reject certain forms of thinking, and to dismiss as invalid what we see as odd or 
unfamiliar, and therefore potentially intellectually challenging.   
Why make a case for study in this way, and why now? One reason why it feels important (if 
not necessary) to look at alternative modes of engagement, is because the kind of negative critique 
that is so popular in certain (left) parts of the academy, despite its valuable and insightful analysis, 
sometimes fails to do much else than (re)construct already familiar lamentations. Even if the 
present moment is lamentable in myriad ways (and it certainly is) something is going on which 
makes it feel like an inopportune time to offer yet another negative critique of the state of the 
world, or of other scholars for that matter. Ours is a time of widespread misery, destruction, 
corruption, persecution, social and political terror, and impending climate doom, but it is also a 
time when business as usual is increasingly met with popular resistance and protest, and when 
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people across the world feel empowered enough to demand change away from corruption and 
dictatorial government. The generation now in high school is taking charge of combatting climate 
collapse and gun violence; people are asking for cleaner food and water, fair wages, and access to 
universal healthcare and education; some are offering sanctuary spaces for those fleeing 
unspeakable horror and otherwise unsustainable living conditions, and in Puerto Rico mass protests 
recently led to a corrupt Governor’s resignation. Indeed, dreams of other worlds seem to be having 
a real moment(um). If that is the case, if there is room for imagined futures that break not just with 
but away from dominant ideas of the possible, and if such imaginations and speculations are 
increasingly met with enthusiasm and curiosity instead of suspicion, skepticism and preconceived 
notions of what can and cannot be realized, perhaps there is a real chance that we will not blow up 
and turn back into dust in the foreseeable future.  
What I am trying to get at, is that this moment seems to be ripe for a different strain of 
social commentary, a way of theorizing that can supplement or be an alternative to the many 
critical voices that so astutely capture the dire aspects of the world we hold in common. By 
summoning a set of unconventional and radically creative practices that are theoretical on their 
own terms, I have tried to think through how to generate more creative forms of study. I have 
ventured far beyond and outside of the academy to probe different soil, hoping to discover how we 
might make learning a little less rigid and a lot more fun.  
What might happen to study if we wander off to unfamiliar vocabularies and sounds? How 
might we animate our inquiries, if instead of looking to the usual suspects for theoretical grounding 
we see what might be harvested from other forms of social engagement that do not fit neatly into 
any preconceived categories, concepts, or established theoretical frameworks? Instead of going to 
and through canonical philosophers and epistemes, we journeyed to stranger lands with Sun Ra and 
Rammellzee, and Eshun’s More Brilliant guided and coaxed us on, as we tried scaling the 
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unfamiliar. Can new epistemologies grounded in the sensuous, in the imagination, in temporal 
bifurcations, in fiction, or in myth be sufficiently powerful forces of alteration?   
 
More than a decade ago, Bruno Latour issued a call to change our theoretical practices 
(addressed especially to social constructivists). It is time, he contended, to update our theoretical 
arsenal and our ideas about what it means to be “critically minded.”140 Instead of busying ourselves 
exclusively with questioning, criticizing, and putting our often deeply corrosive skepticism forward 
when dealing not only with our objects of critique, but also with questions about the assumption 
and existence of a shared reality, Latour recommended that we change our critical approaches. The 
task of the theorist, he argued, should not primarily be to break apart and dissect the practices and 
beliefs of others, in order, presumably, to reveal their actual function and true nature. What would 
make for a richer and more meaningful way of doing theory, he contended, is to take a generous 
and generative approach to knowledge production. Instead of or in addition to de(con)struction, 
theorists should worry about facilitating a space for assembly and construction to better meet the 
needs of the present.141 
The needs of our present involve, it seems, a sturdier imaginative power with regards to 
alternatives to the status quo. That imaginative capacity in turn seems to be connected to how we 
feel (in) the world, how we perceive the possibilities for hope, and how we are able to tell, 
disseminate, and receive stories that can invigorate the spirit and attune it to be more receptive to 
and generative of conditions that merit such hope. Heeding Latour’s call in the context of this 
study, means to have interpreted assembly and construction as re-assembly and re-construction - of 
the mind, of theoretical possibilities, and of aesthetic capacities and acuity through the sensuous 
 
140 Bruno Latour, “Why Has Critique Run Out of Steam? From Matters of Fact to Matters of Concern,” Critical 
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(al)chemical reverberations of a body exposed to unusual sights, sounds, and stories. 
 
When in 2014 Ursula K. Le Guin accepted the National Book Foundation’s Medal for 
Distinguished Contribution to American Letters, she suggested that the imagination is the 
singularly best tool we have with which to fight oppression and other forms of undesirable 
conditions. “Hard times are coming,” she said, “when we will be wanting the voices of writers, 
poets, and visionaries who can see alternatives to how we live now, and can see through our fear-
stricken society and its obsessive technologies, to other ways of being; and even imagine some real 
grounds for hope. We need writers who know the difference between the practice of a market 
commodity and the practice of an art.”142  
Sun Ra, Rammellzee, and Eshun all practice an art that imagines alternatives to the present 
(ways of study) in uniquely creative ways, and in the process, they expand the scope of the 
possible. After all, both utopia and dystopia are intellectual places, Le Guin reminds us. And even 
if we cannot imagine a better place and time, we can, as Le Guin put it, make efforts to dislodge 
our minds from “the lazy, timorous habit of thinking that the way we live now is the only way 
people can live.”143 Fiction and science fiction, perhaps in the guise of MythScience, Sonic Fiction 
or panzerized letters, offer alternatives to the present, actual world by speaking a kind of truth that 
to those who would prefer to keep things as they are, can be a real threat, exposing as it does, the 
fact that what we tend to think of as necessary, natural, and inevitable might be mostly contingent 
and therefore immensely changeable.   
In a similar vein, Donna Haraway reminds us that if we want to progress to more 
sustainable forms of knowledge and social and political engagement, it matters profoundly how we 
 
142 Catch the speech here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Et9Nf-rsALk 
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think, and who, or what, we think with: “It matters what we use to think other matters with; it 
matters what stories we tell to tell other stories with; it matters what knots knot knots, what 
thoughts think thoughts, what descriptions describe descriptions, what ties tie ties. It matters what 
stories make worlds; what worlds make stories.”144 Part of what is so alluring about Sun Ra, 
Rammellzee, and Eshun in this moment of both a disastrous political impasse, and spirited fights to 
change that reality, is that they offer an alternative to the Denkverbot of (late) capitalism. Instead of 
staying within or closing the intellectual spaces that keep us tethered to the bad aspects of the 
present, they open up new ones by shifting the ground to an elsewhere; a place where we have a 
chance to cultivate the emotional, intellectual, and material skill needed to destabilize the familiar 
and parochial.  
Haraway’s concept “worlding” captures these generative forms of practice extremely well. 
For Haraway, science fiction is one iteration of “worlding”. Science Fiction (“SF” in her usage), 
she says, “is storytelling and fact telling; it is the patterning of possible worlds and possible times, 
material-semiotic worlds, gone, here, and yet to come.”145 Worlding, then, implies an active, 
ontological process that is animated by paying attention to alternative places, spaces, images, 
sounds, or linguistics, as the case might be. By turning to sources that place epistemological 
demands upon us, that demand of us that we, as Jonathan P. Eburne puts it, read, think, and write 
“in more than one dimension, beyond the static contemplation of individual works or theories, and 
beyond the phenomenological self-improvement of our current methods,” perhaps a more fruitful 
approach to knowledge production can be brought to bear on our institutions, and our modes of 
study.146    
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Art, music, writing, and poetry are some of the aesthetic forms that make powerful, 
multidimensional emotional and cognitive appeals. They enable a pursuit of truth, spirituality, and 
new forms of intersubjective understanding and consciousness in a way that policy, legislation and 
other more directly political forms do not (in the same way). Through the psychic transformation 
and liberation music and other forms of art can give access to, we are compelled to think beyond 
present strictures of sanctioned thought. If we think with and through such forms, perhaps we are 
more likely to succeed in going beyond the challenging conditions of our present.  
Regardless of whether we can cite empirical evidence for such claims, I think there is a 
powerful case to be made for the disruptive effects of art, music, performance, and social forms of 
experimentation. I largely agree with Moten’s contention that poetry, art, and music are utopian 
desires that can reveal the limits of systemic and purely rational ways of thinking, and that, as such, 
these forms are and convey the original and the surprising.147 I hope I have been able to take us into 
a different space of possibility, by narrating the work of some exceptional artists, whose practices 
are both untamable and immeasurable. Defying standard logic, they create(d) their own fictions, 
world(ed) their own worlds. 
What can holding up music, art, graffiti, and performance to theory mean for the way we do 
theory? What kind of radicality and criticality can emerge from attempts to transmute 
conversations and ruminations about the present with the force of the fictional? What does it mean 
to tell stories out of the world about the world? What might we learn about our current concepts 
and epistemological frameworks from fantasy and myth? What can it mean to put history on the 
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back burner when forging ahead, and how can we open up to the idea that history and the concepts 
we have already designed to describe it might not provide the best road map for the futures we look 
forward to? If we avoid approaching study with a preestablished arsenal of concepts, theories, 
ideas, terminology, and curricula in favor of an openness to the spontaneous, experimental, playful, 
improvisational, and seemingly incoherent, perhaps we can also overcome some of the most 
stifling hierarchical structures and social relations that often (in)form the context of study 
especially in the university, but also in life more generally.  
The answers to the questions of who has the right or the stature to make certain knowledge 
claims, and who is taken seriously and why, are of course deeply consequential for how and what 
we come to know about the world we share. But more than that, they reveal something about who 
we are in relation to one another, as they indicate and implicate us in why we value some forms of 
knowledge and not others. I have tried to imagine how one might bring new thoughts and ideas to 
light in political theory by venturing outside of the familiar touchstones of leftist political and 
social critique. I am convinced that learning to think with and through certain canonical theorists 
and philosophers is basic, but I am equally convinced that for political theory to really matter, for it 
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